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THE  WHITE  HOUSE 
WASHINGTON 

June  2,  1980 


Dear  Mr.  Cleland: 


As  Chairperson  of  the  Consumer  Affairs  Council  and  on  behalf  of 
President  Carter,  I  am  pleased  to  approve  the  Veterans  Administration's 
consumer  program  established  under  Executive  Order  12160.  The  VA 
program  will  play  a  vital  role  in  assuring  that  consumer  interests 
will  be  an  integral  part  of  agency  decisionmaking. 

The  publication  of  agency  consumer  programs  on  June  9  will  mark  the 
culmination  of  several  years  of  work  -by  many  capable  and  dedicated 
people  both  within  and  outside  the  government.  The  contribution  and 
assistance  provided  by  Mr.  John  Leffler,  Mr.  Rich  Jeffers,  and  Mr.  Clayton 
Cochran  of  your  staff  have  been  particularly  helpful.  The  fact  that 
Ms.  Rosa  Maria  Fontanez,  recently  appointed  Director  of  the  Consumer 
Affairs  staff,  will  report  directly  to  you  on  the  consumer  program 
should  give  her  the  opportunity  to  review  agency  rules,  policies, 
programs  and  legislation  in  order  to  assess  their  potential  impact 
on  consumers. 


Among  the  many  commendable  features  of  the  program  are  the  development 
of  consumer  feedback  cards  and  the  system  for  reporting  complaints 
and  compliments.  It  is  noteworthy  that  consumer  representatives  have 
been  designated  throughout  the  agency  and  that  detailed  descriptions 
are  provided  of  the  specific  consumer-related  responsibilities  of 
agency  personnel.  I  also  urge  you  to  continue  to  assess  whether 
the  opportunities  for  participation  in  decisionmaking  are  adequate 
for  consumers  who  are  not  members  of  Veterans'  organizations. 


With  the  publication  of  each  agency's  final  program,  a  new  phase  of 
our  work  begins.  This  office  will  work  closely  with  you  in  monitoring 
the  effectiveness  of  the  VA  consumer  program  in  meeting  the  standards 
of  the  Order  and  in  achieving  the  objectives  you  have  set  for  the 
agency.  During  this  time  my  staff  and  I  will  be  available  to  help  in 
any  way  we  can.  I  will  be  reporting  to  the  President  at  the  end  of 
each  fiscal  year  on  government-wide  progress  under  the  Order,  and 
I  am  sure  that  these  reports  will  reflect  considerable  success. 


Thank  you  for  doing  your  part  in  this  effort, 
implementing  this  Executive  Order  will  m 
to  consumer  welfare  in  the  United  States 


confident  that 
important  contribution 


Esther  Peterson 
Special  Assistant  to  the  President 
for  Consumer  Affairs 


The  Honorable  Max  Cleland 
Administrator 
Veterans  Administration 
Washington,  D.C.  20420 
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VETERANS  ADMINISTRATION 

VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program 

AGENCY:  Veterans  Administration. 

ACTION:  VA  Consumer  Program. 

summary:  The  Veterans  Administration  Consumer  Affairs 
Program  addresses  the  ongoing  Agency  consumer  activities 
and  integrates  the  programs  of  the  Departments  of  Medicine 
and  Surgery,  Veterans  Benefits,  and  Memorial  Affairs.  The 
primary  goal  of  this  program  is  to  ensure  that  veterans,  their 
dependents,  and  their  surviving  beneficiaries  have  the 
opportunity  to  provide  input  to  the  decisionmaking  process. 
The  program  described  complies  with  the  requirements 
established  by  Executive  Order  12160  on  Federal  Consumer 
Programs. 

EFFECTIVE  DATE:  July  9, 1980. 

ADDRESS:  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  Office  of  Planning  and 
Program  Evaluation  (07),  810  Vermont  Avenue  N.W., 
Washington,  D.C.  20420. 

FOR  further  INFORMATION  CONTACT:  Rosa  Maria  Fontanez, 
389-2843. 

SUPPLEMENTARY  INFORMATION: 

INTRODUCTION 

The  draft  Veterans  Administration  Consumer  Affairs 
Program  was  published  in  the  Federal  Register  on  December 
10, 1979.  The  program  was  written  in  response  to  the  specific 
guidelines  and  requirements  of  Executive  Order  12160, 
entitled,  “Providing  for  Enhancement  and  Coordination  of 
Federal  Consumer  Programs.”  As  specified  by  Executive 
Order  guidance,  the  90-day  public  comment  period  closed  on 
March  10, 1980.  Comments  on  the  program  received  during 
this  period  were  considered  and,  where  appropriate, 
incorporated  into  the  final  program.  Although  the  comment 
period  has  closed,  the  VA  intends  to  consider  suggestions 
and  comments  from  all  sources  for  improvement  of  the 
program  on  a  continuous  basis. 

This  section  of  the  preamble  includes  a  brief  description  of 
the  process  of  evaluating  the  draft  program,  a  brief  statistical 
summary  of  the  responses  received  from  various  sectors  of 
the  public,  a  summary  of  the  draft  program’s  strengths  and 
weaknesses,  discussions  of  comments  made  on  the  draft 
program,  and  a  summary  of  the  major  suggested  changes  and 
why  they  were  made  or  not. 

EVALUATING  THE  DRAFT  PROGRAM 

The  primary  means  for  publicizing  all  Federal  consumer 
programs  was  the  Federal  Register.  Because  only  a  limited 
number  of  people  interested  in  veterans  affairs  are  regular 
readers  of  the  Federal  Register,  12,000  reprints  of  the  VA 
program  were  distributed  to  interested  parties  through  the 
field  facility  network.  Veterans,  veterans’  groups, 
businesses,  trade  organizations,  and  State  and  local 
government  agencies  were  invited  by  the  field  facility 
directors  to  review  and  comment  on  the  program.  Special 
briefings  were  also  conducted  and  copies  of  the  program 
were  distributed  to  representatives  of  national  veterans 
service  organizations.  At  the  same  time,  field  stations  were 
asked  to  provide  their  comments.  The  U.S.  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  reviewed  the  program  for  compliance  with 
provisions  of  Executive  Order  12160  and  suggested 
clarification  of  certain  program  aspects. 

The  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator  was  interviewed 
by  the  VA  newsletter  VAnguard  and  The  Stars  and  Stripes. 
Articles  which  appeared  in  both  of  these  publications  served 
to  further  publicize  the  VA  program. 


All  of  the  responses  received  to  the  draft  program  were 
recorded  and  analyzed.  Since  a  single  response  often 
contained  several  different  comments,  the  analysis  was 
conducted  on  the  basis  of  the  comments  rather  than  on  each 
response.  A  task  force  of  department  consumer 
representatives  reviewed  each  response  and  extracted  the 
significant  comments.  Each  comment  was  viewed  on  its  own 
merit  and,  where  appropriate,  incorporated  into  the  program. 
Further  review  by  VA  field  facility  and  Central  Office 
employees  also  resulted  in  changes  to  the  approach 
proposed  in  the  draft  program. 

The  remainder  of  this  preamble  summarizes  the  analysis 
of  comments  and  their  effect  on  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs 
Program. 

SUMMARY  OF  RESPONSE  SOURCES 

The  following  list  shows  the  number  and  percentage  of 
responses  by  grouped  sectors  of  the  public  who  commented 
on  the  draft  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program: 

Number  Percent 


Individuals.. _ ... _ ...  22  12.9 

Consumer  organizations  (primarily  veter¬ 
ans’  organizations) .  47  27.6 

Businesses  or  trade  organizations  (pri¬ 
marily  educational  institutions)..............  40  23.5 

State  and  local  governments -  58  34.0 

Other _ 3  2.0 

Responses  received _  170  100.0 


STRENGTHS  AND  WEAKNESSES  OF  THE  VA 
CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 

Evaluation  of  the  VA  draft  program  revealed  several 
strengths  and  weaknesses  which  are  summarized  below: 

Strengths 

1.  The  Departmental  consumer  feedback  cards  provide  a 
convenient  opportunity  for  individuals  to  express  their 
opinion  of  VA  services  directly  to  Central  Office.  Many 
consumers  indicated  that  they  approved  of  the  card  system 
because  the  opinions  expressed  reach  Central  Office 
directly. 

2.  The  Complaint/Compliment  Reporting  System  received 
positive  comments  because  complaint  data  from  all  field 
stations  will  be  gathered  to  give  an  agency-wide  view  of 
consumer  satisfaction. 

3.  Each  Central  Office  Department  and  Staff  Office  will 
have  at  least  one  consumer  representative,  as  will  all  field 
facilities.  This  network  of  personnel  will  stress  the  consumer 
viewpoint  in  all  areas  of  agency  operations.  Many 
respondents  believe  that  having  designated  consumer 
representatives  throughout  the  agency  will  provide  ready 
access  for  consumer  input. 

4.  Several  comments  about  the  program  indicate  a  positive 
interest  in  the  coordinating  role  the  program  outlines  for  the 
Consumer  Affairs  Staff.  It  was  generally  recognized  that 
each  Department  could  best  develop  its  individual  consumer 
program  but  that  an  agency-wide  perspective  must  be 
maintained.  The  Consumer  Affairs  Staff  fulfills  that  role. 

5.  The  Consumer  Affairs  Program  enhances  consumer 
participation  in  agency  decisionmaking  in  several  ways,  as 
described  in  the  draft  document.  The  program  illuminates  the 
numerous  existing  channels  of  communication  while  opening 
opportunities  for  new  avenues  of  input. 

6.  An  important  strength  of  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program 
is  that  there  is  now  a  focal  point  in  the  agency  for  consumer- 
oriented  considerations.  The  program  will  act  as  a  catalyst 
to  encourage  local  facility  initiatives  in  consumer  activities. 
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■  Weaknesses 

1.  The  major  missing  element  in  the  draft  program  was 
reference  to  the  important  contributions  made  to  VA 
programs  by  state  and  local  government  agencies  which 
provide  assistance  to  veterans.  Many  states  have  extensive 
veteran-related  programs  administered  by  state  and  local 
government  agencies.  Often,  the  agencies  performing  this 
function  assist  VA  in  its  mission  by  distributing  information, 
answering  inquiries,  and  assisting  veterans  in  solving  their 
problems,  some  of  which  may  involve  VA  programs.  The 
revised  program  will  note  state  and  local  government  agency 
contributions  where  appropriate. 

2.  The  draft  program  was  occasionally  criticized  for 
insufficient  input  into  the  decisionmaking  process  from 
consumers  who  are  not  members  of  veterans'  organizations. 
This  criticism  is  valid,  in  that  it  currently  is  more  difficult  for 
an  individual  veteran  to  be  heard  than  it  is  for  the  major 
veterans’  organizations.  However,  an  important  element  of 
the  VA  consumer  program  is  the  effort  to  increase  input  from 
consumers  who  do  not  affiliate  with  any  veterans’ 
organizations.  The  added  emphasis  on  complaint  handling 
and  the  identification  of  emerging  problem  areas  is  one  of 
the  ways  individuals  can  contribute  their  views  for 
consideration  in  the  decisionmaking  process. 

3.  Some  public  comments  indicated  that  the  program 
should  be  accomplished  at  local  levels  of  the  agency.  While 
it  is  true  that  the  program  was  initiated  at  Central  Office  and 
that  initiatives  and  coordination  take  place  there,  it  is  the 
local  facilities  that  ultimately  will  bear  the  responsibility  for 
fully  implementing  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program. 

4.  The  draft  program  did  not  make  it  clear  that  the  field 
facility  directors  provide  the  primary  point  of  contact  for 
local  veterans’  service  organizations.  This  is  an  important 
link  whereby  consumer  groups  are  given  access  to  the 
facility  management  in  resolving  problems. 

COMMENTS  ON  SPECIFIC  SECTIONS  OF  THE  DRAFT 
PROGRAM 

The  Executive  Order  required  that  each  agency  address 
five  main  areas  in  consumer  affairs.  These  were  (1)  agency 
perspective,  (2)  consumer  participation,  (3)  consumer 
informational  materials,  (4)  education  and  training,  and  (5) 
complaint  handling.  Many  of  the  comments  addressed 
specific  aspects  of  these  areas.  A  summary  of  the  comments 
received  on  each  area  follows: 

(1)  Consumer  Perspective 

The  Consumer  Perspective  section  of  the  draft  VA 
program  is  intended  to  present  an  overview  of  the  entire  VA 
consumer  effort  as  well  as  the  Departmental  programs. 

The  largest  block  of  comments  were  general  in  nature  and 
positive  in  tone.  They  support  both  the  broad  approach  and 
the  initiatives  expressed  in  the  program.  Several  comments 
praised  the  operating  structure  under  which  the  program  will 
be  administered — overall  coordination  of  the  Agency 
program  focused  in  the  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  with  each 
Department  maintaining  responsibility  for  its  specialized 
approach.  There  was  praise  for  having  appointed  and 
identified  a  consumer  affairs  representative  for  each  local 
facility  as  well  as  at  Department  and  Staff  Office  level  in 
Central  Office. 

At  the  same  time,  a  few  individual  comments  expressed 
concern  about  the  consumer  affairs  operating  structure:  Will 
the  structure  itself  discourage  consumer-decisionmaker 
interaction?  Will  facility  directors  unduly  influence  local 
consumer  affairs  representatives? 

It  is  believed  that  the  structure,  specifically  a  consumer 
representative  at  each  facility,  will  enhance  the  consumer 


program  because  it  facilitates  more  rapid  response  to 
consumer  complaints.  Facility  directors  will  receive  rapid 
feedback  on  their  operations,  and  be  able  to  respond  to 
problem  areas  more  quickly.  The  utility  of  the  program  at  the 
local  level  should  encourage  facility  directors  to  provide 
consumer  representatives  freedom  of  operation. 

The  draft  program  published  in  December  1979  identified 
the  Associate  Deputy  Administrators  as  the  VA’s  top 
consumer  official.  Several  questions  were  raised  regarding 
whether  that  position  would  meet  the  Executive  Order 
requirement  for  a  senior-level  official  whose  sole 
responsibility  is  to  coordinate  and  direct  the  Consumer 
Affairs  Program. 

As  a  result  of  recent  reorganization,  the  Associate  Deputy 
Administrator’s  responsibilities  have  been  revised.  The 
Office  of  Planning  and  Program  Evaluation,  which 
encompasses  the  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  will  not  report 
directly  to  the  Administrator.  The  Director  of  the  Consumer 
Affairs  Staff  has  sole  responsibility  for  VA  consumer 
activities  and  will  also  report  directly  to  the  Administrator 
on  Agency  consumer  matters. 

The  resources  allocated  to  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program 
evoked  opposing  comments.  On  the  one  hand,  questions 
were  raised  about  the  adequacy  of  the  agency’s  budget  for 
consumer  affairs.  These  respondents  believe  that  more 
resources  should  be  devoted  to  the  consumer  effort.  On  the 
other  hand,  some  commentators  questioned  whether  the 
program  was  too  costly.  However,  the  program  also  received 
a  measure  of  praise  for  utilizing  existing  resources. 

(2)  Participation 

Most  comments  regarding  the  participation  of  consumers 
in  agency  decisionmaking  were  positive.  Several 
commenters  saw  the  overall  program  as  promoting  increased 
consumer  participation.  The  planned  feedback  mechanisms 
were  cited  as  useful,  especially  the  ‘Tell  it  to  the 
Administrator”  card.  The  use  of  local  consumer 
representatives  was  praised.  Several  correspondents  were 
pleased  that  veterans’  organizations  play  a  large  role  in 
representing  consumers  and  insuring  that  VA  is  informed  of 
veteran  viewpoints. 

At  the  same  time,  the  general  structure  was  criticized  for 
making  too  heavy  a  use  of  the  traditional  veterans 
organizations.  Some  respondents  believe  that  the  well- 
known,  major  organizations  do  not  represent  a  great  number 
of  veterans,  especially  Vietnam  era  veterans. 

It  is  the  belief  of  the  VA  that  the  consumer  program  is 
strengthened  by  its  acceptance  of  the  preeminent  role  in  VA 
decision-making  of  the  large,  traditional  veterans’ 
organizations.  These  organizations  represent  millions  of 
veterans,  and  their  well-established  networks  of  service 
officers  in  locai  facilities  are  an  asset  to  the  VA  consumer 
effort  However,  VA  is  now  engaged  in  several  efforts  to 
seek  additional  input  from  veterans  who,  for  whatever 
reason,  are  not  represented  by  the  well-known 
organizations.  These  efforts  will  be  enhanced  by  the 
initiatives  of  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program. 

While  VA  was  generally  praised  for  seeking  consumer 
input  in  a  systematic  way,  several  comments  indicated  an 
interest  in  direct  consumer  participation  in  advisory  groups 
and  at  policymaking  levels.  In  the  first  instance,  consumers 
currently  participate  on  local  advisory  committees  dealing 
with  a  variety  of  local  topics. 

The  Vietnam  Veteran  Civic  Councils  are  a  notable 
example.  In  the  latter  case,  veterans’  organizations  provide 
their  advice  and  opinion  to  the  highest  level  VA 
decisionmakers.  VA  employees  at  all  levels  are  in  daily 
contact  with  veterans  and  provide  input  to  administrators. 
New  initiatives,  such  as  the  consumer  feedback  cards  and 
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the  complaint/compliment  reporting  system,  provide 
valuable  information  to  policymakers. 

(3)  Informational  Materials 

The  comments  directed  at  informational  materials  fell  into 
three  categories.  The  first  category  focused  on  the 
informational  material  provided  on  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Program  itself.  While  some  comments  indicated  that  the 
level  of  detail  in  the  draft  program  provided  a  clear 
presentation  of  all  facets  of  the  program,  there  were  some 
which  suggested  that  there  was  too  much  detail.  It  was 
suggested  that  there  should  be  short,  simple  information 
sheets  for  consumers  on  how  the  program  could  work  for 
them.  It  was  also  noted  that  the  consumer  informational 
materials  and  initiatives  should  be  invaluable  in  increasing 
the  quality  of  service. 

The  second  category  directs  attention  to  the  information 
on  the  agency’s  benefits  pregrams.  Here  again  there  were 
diverse  opinions.  While  there  were  comments  which  were 
positive  in  nature  on  the  availability  of  information  on 
benefits  and  services,  other  commenters  felt  that  there 
should  be  further  efforts  to  ensure  that  veterans  in  special 
categories  be  informed  (e.g.,  incarcerated  veterans),  and  that 
informational  materials  be  more  readily  available. 

The  third  category  addressed  the  future  development  of 
informational  materials.  These  were  primarily  requests  that 
the  VA  use  the  resources  of  the  private  sector  in  the 
development  and  distribution  of  materials. 

(4)  Education  and  Training 

Reaction  to  proposals  for  education  and  training  in  the 
draft  program  were  directed  at  two  basic  areas.  The  first  is 
the  program’s  provision  for  education  and  training  for 
employees  and  consumers  with  respect  to  the  VA  Consumer 
Affairs  Program  itself.  The  internal  training  of  employees  in 
consumer  awareness  was  though  to  be  invaluable  and  one  of 
the  most  important  provisions  in  the  program.  Past  VA 
initiatives,  such  as  die  “May  I  Help  You?”  campaign,  were 
said  to  help  reinforce  agency  policies  on  serving  the  veteran. 
Education  and  training  of  the  VA  consumer  was  often  linked 
to  informational  materials.  It  was  felt  that  one  of  the  main 
themes  which  should  be  used  in  this  area  was  the 
reinforcement  of  how  consumers  could  most  effectively  use 
the  program  and  what  is  expected  of  them.  Several 
comments  expressed  interest  in  having  VA  consumer  affairs 
training  extended  to  include  citizen  councils  and  state  and 
local  government  agencies  serving  the  veteran. 

The  other  area  identified  in  education  and  training 
concerned  ongoing  VA  programs  for  veterans’  benefits  and 
services,  and  did  not  specifically  refer  to  the  training  and 
education  of  VA  employees  and  consumer  affairs  staff. 

(5)  Complaint  Handling 

Complaint  handling  is  one  of  the  most  visible  components 
of  any  consumer  program.  Comments  received  which 
addressed  this  area  of  the  draft  program  focused  on  several 
different  aspects  of  complaint  handling.  First,  many  of  the 
respondents  indicated  that  they  were  satisfied  with  the 
current  procedures  for  complaint  handling.  In  these  cases,  it 
was  noted  that  excellent  communications  with  field  facility 
management  ensured  effective  resolution  of  problem  areas. 
Concern  was  raised  that  new  initiatives  outlined  in  the 
consumer  affairs  program  might  inhibit  communications  and 
that  field  facility  management  might  become  isolated  from 
consumers.  The  Consumer  Affairs  Program,  however,  builds 
onto  existing  procedures  and  will  not  interfere  in  the 
communications  between  the  public  and  field  facility 
management. 
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The  second  aspect  of  complaint  handling  highlighted  was 
the  new  initiatives  in  the  program  which  encourage 
consumer  complaint  input.  The  Consumer  Feedback  Card 
System  was  well  received  as  being  a  positive  method  for 
soliciting  the  concerns  of  veterans,  through  a  convenient 
simple  format.  The  Consumer  Complaint/Compliment 
Reporting  System  was  also  noted  as  being  a  positive  means 
for  allowing  agency  management  to  systematically  review 
and  monitor  consumer  complaint  issues. 

The  third  aspect  pinpointed  by  the  comments  was  the 
interrelationship  between  complaint  handling  and  the 
education  and  training  of  consumers.  In  this  instance  it  was 
pointed  out  that  increased  perception  by  consumers  of  VA 
benefits  and  services  would  most  likely  reduce  complaints.  It 
was  also  suggested  that  a  guide  for  consumers  be  developed 
showing  how  to  effectively  register  a  complaint. 

GENERAL  COMMENTS 

The  most  frequent  comment  received  supported  the  VA 
Consumer  Affairs  Program  as  it  was  written.  Several 
respondents  thought  the  program  to  be  well  designed  and 
conceived,  since  it  does  not  reduce  the  operating  department 
responsibilities,  but  rather  makes  each  department 
accountable  for  its  own  consumer  affairs  program.  Among 
the  positive  responses  were  several  supporting  the  program 
in  theory  and  principle  but  reserving  final  judgment  until  it 
can  be  reviewed  in  practice. 

Inevitably,  there  were  some  negative  comments.  A  few 
commented  that  the  resources  which  would  be  expended  for 
consumer  affairs  efforts  were  misguided  and  should  be  spent 
on  additional  specific  benefits  or  services.  The  remainder  of 
the  comments  generated  from  the  draft  review  addressed 
specific  instances  of  consumer  problems.  Where  it  was 
appropriate  or  requested,  action  was  initiated  to  have  the 
departments  resolve  these  specific  problems. 

SPECIFIC  CHANGES 

Many  of  those  who  commented  on  the  draft  VA  program 
proposed  that  certain  changes  be  made.  Some  of  the 
proposals  were  already  encompassed  within  the  program 
while  others  were  outside  its  scope.  The  remaining 
substantive  proposals  and  their  disposition  are  listed  on  the 
following  pages: 


Proposed  change 


Change 

imple¬ 

mented 


Reason 


Include  recognition  of 
State  and  local 
government  role  in 
assisting  veterans. 


VACO  Consumer  Affairs  No.. 
Coordinating 
Committee  should  have 
consumer  members. 

Other  management 
committees  should  also 
include  consumers. 


The  program  should 
specifically  spell  out 
ways  in  which 
individual  consumer 
views  are  brought  to 
decisionmakers 
attention. 


_ State  and  local  veterans' 

assistance  agencies 
provide  valuable  help 
to  veterans  directly  and 
assist  VA  in  dispensing 
Federal  services  and 
benefits. 

.....  Several  respondents 
suggested  that 
individual  consumers 
be  members  of  various 
VA  management 
committees.  The  draft 
program  includes 
consumers  on  many 
advisory  committees, 
but  not  on  all 
management 
committees. 

. Where  appropriate,  the 

program  reflects 
specific  channels  of 
expression  from 
consumers  to 
decisionmakers. 
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Change 

Proposed  change  imple-  Reason 

mented 

Several  suggestions  No . Several  suggestions  ot 

proposed  that  exit  this  nature  were 

interviews  be  rejected  as  too 

conducted  with  every  cumbersome  or  too 

patient  and  that  similar  costly.  However,  the 

feedback  mechanisms  program  proposes 

be  undertaken.  '  several  new  feedback 

mechanisms  which 
provide  simple  means 
for  consumers  to 
express  their  concerns 

Approved:  May  9. 1980. 

By  direction  of  the  Administrator. 

Rufus  H.  Wilson, 

Deputy  Administrator. 
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VA  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 

I.  PURPOSE 

This  directive  establishes  procedures  and  policies  for 
administering  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program  and 
implements  the  requirements  of  Executive  Order  12160, 
entitled  “Providing  for  Enhancement  and  Coordination  of 
Federal  Consumer  Programs." 

II.  SCOPE 

The  Consumer  Affairs  Program  requirements  are 
applicable  to  all  VA  departments,  staff  offices,  and  field 
stations.  The  Consumer  Affairs  Program  is  in  support  of  the 
mission  of  the  VA  to  provide  benefits  and  services  to  eligible 
veterans,  their  dependents  and  beneficiaries.  The  success  of 
the  program  depends  upon  the  contributions  and  support  of 
each  organizational  element  within  the  VA.  Therefore, 
included  in  this  directive  are  descriptions  of  the  individual 
department  consumer  affairs  programs.  These  programs  are 
presented  in  Parts  VIII  through  X.  Staff  offices  having 
significant  involvement  in  support  of  the  consumer  program 
are  presented  in  Part  XI.  The  combination  of  these  individual 
programs  constitutes  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program. 

III.  POLICY 

It  is  the  policy  of  the  VA  to  effectively  involve  consumers 
in  VA  activities  including  the  development  of  agency 
regulations,  policies,  and  programs  which  are  of  substantial 
consumer  interest.  Such  participation  will  help  the  VA 
recognize  its  responsibilities  to  the  consumer,  will  help 
provide  the  VA  with  a  broad  range  of  views  on  regulations 
and  policies,  and  will  facilitate  the  conduct  of  agency 
business,  thus  having  a  positive  effect  on  the  quality  of 
services  provided  by  the  agency. 

IV.  GOAL 

The  goal  of  this  program  is  to  provide  high  quality  service 
to  consumers  by  increasing  the  VA’s  sensitivity  to  the  needs 
and  desires  of  veterans  and  their  dependents,  by  being 
responsive  to  inquires,  by  incorporating  their  views  into  the 
policymaking  process,  by  ensuring  their  awareness  of 
programs  and  opportunities  available  through  the  VA,  and 
by  evaluating  the  effectiveness  of  existing  programs  to 
assure  that  the  VA  is  meeting  the  needs  of  consumers  as 
well  as  carrying  out  the  mission  of  the  VA. 

V.  OBJECTIVES 

A.  That  the  Administrator  and  senior  decisionmakers  be 
kept  aware  of  the  needs  and  problems  of  VA  consumers. 

B.  That  productive  channels  of  communications  be 
maintained  with  veterans’  organizations  to  include  technical 
assistance  when  needed. 

C.  That  information  on  VA  programs  and  procedures  for 
consumer  participation  be  disseminated  in  an  effective  and 
timely  manner. 

D.  That  the  views  of  special  consumer  groups  (e.g., 
monirities,  handicapped,  elderly,  etc.)  be  given  consideration 
in  areas  directly  affecting  them. 

E.  That  all  proposed  agency  rules,  policies,  programs  and 
legislation  be  reviewed  to  determine  their  impact  upon 
consumers. 

F.  That  there  be  more  emphasis  on  meaningful 
participation  by  consumers  in  the  development  and  review 
of  all  agency  rules,  policies  and  programs. 

G.  That  the  VA  educate  staff  members  on  the  provisions  of 
the  Federal  Consumer  Program  and  provide  special  training 
for  agency  consumer  affairs  personnel  as  deemed 
appropriate. 
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C.  Department  and  Staff  Office  Consumer  Affairs 
Representatives  are  Responsible  For 

1.  Developing,  in  consultation  with  the  Agency  Consumer 
Affairs  Coordinator,  a  consumer  affairs  program  tailored  to 
their  element’s  functions.  This  program  shall  be  submitted  to 
the  department  or  staff  office  head  for  approval  and 
publication. 

BILLING  CODE  8320-01-M 


and  services  to  veterans  and  their  dependents,  each  has 
distinct  functions.  Each  is,  therefore,  responsible  for 
developing  its  own  consumer  affairs  program  consistent  with 
the  overall  VA  program. 

Responsibility  for  the  implementation  of  the  Consumer 
Affairs  Program  at  the  operational  level  rests  with  the 
department  heads  who,  using  their  appointed  consumer 

affairs  respresentatives,  will  be  responsible  for  the  control,  I 

reporting,  and  monitoring  procedures  necessary  for  the 

successful  operation  of  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program.  In 

this  regard,  representatives  will  review  responses  to 

compliants  from  the  standpoint  of  timeliness  and  quality, 

and  will  provide  guidance  to  employees  on  the  handling  of 

consumer  compliants.  Representatives  will  also  bring  to  the 

attention  of  top  management  those  consumer  issues 

requiring  their  advice  or  of  which  they  should  be  aware. 

B.  Department  and  Staff  Office  Heads  are  Responsible  For 

1.  Designating  a  senior  level  individual  to  serve  as 
“consumer  affairs  representative”  for  their  respective 
elements. 

2.  Ensuring  that  the  consumer  affairs  representative  is 
included  in  decisionmaking  as  early  as  possible,  and  at  all 
significant  subsequent  stages,  in  matters  of  substantial 
consumer  interest. 

3.  Including  in  the  Five  Year  planning  process  sufficient 
funding  and  staff  for  an  effective  consumer  involvement 
program  designed  to  give  consumers  opportunities  to 
participate  in  the  organization’s  decisionmaking  processes. 

4.  Managing  the  control,  reporting,  and  monitoring  of 
procedures  necessary  for  the  successful  operation  of  VA 
consumer  compliant  handling  and  the  Compliant/ 

Compliment  Reporting  System. 

5.  implementing  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program  at  all  field 
stations,  and  ensuring  that  field  station  directors: 

(a)  Designate  a  senior  level  individual  to  serve  as 
consumer  affairs  representative  for  their  respective  stations. 

The  representatives’  duties  will  be  similar  to  their  Central 
Office  counterparts  and  related  to  their  level  of  duty. 

(b)  Ensuring  that  the  consumer  affairs  representative  is 
included  in  decisionmaking  as  early  as  possible,  and  at  all 
significant  subsequent  stages,  in  matters  of  substantial 
consumer  interest  in  their  area  of  operations. 

(c)  Maintaining  open  communications  with  local  veterans 
service  organizations. 

6.  Ensuring  that  there  is  adequate  opportunity  for 
meaningful  consumer  participation  when  substantive 
changes  are  proposed  to  policies,  procedures,  or  programs 
which  affect  consumers. 

7.  Producing  and  distributing  materials  to  inform 
consumers  about  department  programs,  procedures  for 
obtaining  services  or  benefits,  and  ways  to  register  their 
complaints. 

8.  Maintaining  a  meaningful  outreach  program  to 
consumers  to  encourage  their  involvement  in  the  agency’s 
programs. 

9.  Educating  and  training  their  staff  on  the  Consumer 
Affairs  Program  purpose  and  objectives. 


H.  That  consumer  satisfaction  with  each  major  VA 
program  be  continuously  monitored  to  determine  their 
degree  of  satisfaction  with  the  agency  activity. 

VI.  RESPONSIBILITIES 
A.  General 

The  Veterans  Administration  has  three  departments:  the 
Department  of  Medicine  and  Surgery,  the  Department  of 
Veterans  Benefits,  and  the  Department  of  Memorial  Affairs. 
Although  each  department  is  involved  in  providing  benefits 


FIGURE  1 

ORGANIZATION  OF  THE  VETERANS  ADMINISTRATION 
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F.  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Staff — Office  of  Planning  and 
Program  Evaluation  (07)  is  Responsible  For 


2.  Using  all  appropriate  means  to  notify  consumers  of  each 
proposed  regulation,  policy,  or  program  having  substantial 
consumer  interest,  to  include  coordination  with  the  Veterans’ 
Service  Organization  Liaison  (VSOL). 

3.  Monitoring  and  recommending  improvement  in  his/her 
element’s  procedures  for  notifying  consumers  about  hearings 
and  public  meetings;  monitoring  and  recommending  any 
necessary  changes  in  locations  of  meetings  and  advance 
notice  requirements  to  assure  maximum  consumer 
participation. 

4.  Identifying  and  advocating  the  consumer  interest  in 
appropriate  issues.  Carrying  out  this  responsbility  will 
include,  but  not  be  limited  to: 

(a)  Ascertaining  consumers’  positions  on  relevant  issues 
through  such  devices  as  maintaining  contacts  with  consumer 
groups  and  analyzing  consumer  mail; 

(b)  Keeping  senior  officials  informed  of  consumers’ 
opinions,  concerns,  and  needs; 

(c)  Providing  consultation  to  Department  and  Staff  Office 
members  who  draft  proposed  rules  and  regulations. 

D.  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator 

The  Director,  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  is  the  Agency's 
Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator  and  reports  directly  to  the 
Administrator  of  Veterans  Affairs  on  consumer  matters.  (See 
Figure  1,  Organization  of  the  Veterans  Administration.)  He/ 
she  is  responsible  for: 

1.  Coordinating  all  VA  consumer  affairs  activities  and 
ensuring  that  the  provisions  of  Executive  Order  12160  are 
implemented. 

2.  Providing  the  administrative  policy  direction  for  and 
oversight  of  VA  consumer  activities. 

3.  Reporting  directly  to  the  Administrator  the  potential 
impact  on  consumers  of  particular  VA  policy  or  program 
initiatives  under  review  or  development. 

4.  Participating  as  a  member  of  the  Organization  and 
Management  Improvement  (OMI)  Committee  which  consists 
of  senior-level  management  representatives  from  each 
department  and  staff  office.  The  committee  will  meet  as 
needed,  but  at  least  monthly  to  exchange  information  about 
consumer-oriented  actions  within  the  VA;  increasing 
efficiency,  cost-effectiveness,  and  consistency  of  VA 
consumer  affairs  programs;  and  avoiding  duplication  of 
effort.  The  committee  will  also  analyze  the  consumer 
implications  of  proposed  changes  to  rules,  policies  and 
programs. 

5.  Providing  coordination  with  other  Government  agencies 
on  consumer/  community  veterans’  interests  to  include 
coordination  with  the  U.S.  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs 
Special  Assistant  to  the  President. 

6.  Supporting  the  interests  of  consumers  by  communicating 
their  concerns  to  officials  within  the  VA  in  order  that  such 
concerns  may  be  recognized  and  considered  in  VA  policies, 
programs,  and  actions. 

7.  Promoting  consumer  education/information  programs 
and  consumer  involvement  within  the  agency. 

8.  Ensuring  that  consumers  have  adequate  opportunity  for 
participation  before  significant  regulations,  policies,  or 
procedures  are  initiated. 

9.  Ensuring  that  consumer  views  and  concerns  are 
adequately  considered  in  agency  decisionmaking. 

E.  Veterans’  Service  Organization  Liaison  (00A3)  is 
Responsible  For 

Establishing  and  maintaining  a  systematic  method  of 
internal  coordination  for  national-level  communications 
between  veterans’  service  organizations  (VSOs)  and  the 
Office  of  the  Administrator  and  department  and  staff  offices 
of  the  Veterans  Administration. 


1.  Maintaining  a  Consumer  Affairs  Program  for  the 
management  and  coordination  of  VA  consumer  activities. 

(See  Figure  1,  Proposed  Organization  of  the  Veterans 
Administration.) 

2.  Acting  as  point  of  contact  for  the  U.S.  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  and  other  consumer  groups,  except 
veterans’  service  organizations  who  contact  the  Veterans’ 
Service  Organization  Liaison. 

3.  Coordinating  and  integrating,  in  consultation  with 
consumer  affairs  representatives,  comprehensive 
agencywide  guidelines  governing  the  handling,  classification 
and  analysis  of  complaints. 

4.  Reviewing  VA  consumer  policies  and  procedures  for 
consistency  with  national  consumer  policy  established  by 
the  President  and  the  U.S.  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs. 

5.  Collaborating  with  departments,  staff  offices,  and 
Veterans’  Service  Organization  Liaison  in  the  development 
of  procedures  for  early  and  meaningful  participation  by 
consumers  in  the  development  of  agency  rules,  policies,  and 
programs. 

6.  Collaborating  with  the  Veterans’  Service  Organization 
Liaison  (VSOL)  activity  to  obtain  input  from  veterans' 
organizations  into  the  consumer  program. 

7.  Evaluating  information  obtained  from  the  Consumer 
Complaint/Compliment  Reporting  System  and  other 
feedback  systems  and  providing  such  information  to  the 
Administrator  and  to  the  Departments  and  Staff  Offices. 

8.  Coordinating  with  departments  and  staff  offices  to 
assure  VA  responsiveness  to  complaints,  and  monitoring 
consumer  feedback  systems  to  see  that  consumer  views  and 
concerns  are  adequately  analyzed  and  considered  in  policy 
and  regulation  formulations. 

9.  Coordinating  with  the  Office  of  Information  Services  to 
ensure  that  information  about  VA  programs  reaches 
consumers. 

10.  Developing  an  education  and  training  program  for 
consumer  affairs. 

11.  Coordinating  the  conduct  of  surveys  and  research 
studies  concerning  the  needs,  interests  and  problems  of 
consumers. 

12.  Coordinating  the  development  of  a  system  of 
statistical  sampling  of  recipients  of  the  agency’s  services  to 
obtain  a  complete  and  comprehensive  picture  of  consumer 
attitudes  toward  the  agency  and  to  illuminate  areas  where 
improvements  could  be  made  in  the  dispensing  of  such 
services. 

G.  Office  of  Human  Goals  (09)  is  Responsible  For 

Identifying  views  of  special  consumer  groups,  such  as 
minorities,  handicapped,  women,  etc.,  and  ensuring  that  such 
information  is  relayed  to  program  officials  as  input  for  future 
decisions. 

H.  General  Counsel  (02)  is  Responsible  For 

Analyzing  Congressional  correspondence  to  identify 
strengths  and  weaknesses  in  VA  programs  and  ensure  that 
such  information  is  relayed  to  program  officials  as  input  for 
future  decisions.  Reviewing  the  proposed  VA  consumer 
actions  and  initiatives  for  legal  and  legislative  implications 
and  recommending  any  necessary  changes. 

I.  Information  Services  (06)  is  Responsible  For 

Informing  consumers  through  the  use  of  publications  and 
other  media  forms  about  VA  programs,  including  where  and 
how  to  apply  for  benefits. 
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J.  Controller  (04)  is  Responsible  For 

Controlling  consumer  reports  within  the  agency,  serving  as 
a  liaison  for  OMB  clearance  of  public  use  reports,  providing 
statistical  support,  and  preparation  of  agency  consumer 
affairs  budget. 

K.  Office  of  Data  Management  and  Telecommunications  (30) 
is  Responsible  For 

Providing  ADP  support  to  departments  and  staff  offices 
consumer  programs  and  activities. 

L.  Inspector  General  (50)  is  Responsible  For 

Reviewing  consumer  complaint  mail  referred  by 
departments  and  staff  offices  to  determine  if  an  investigation 
is  warranted  and  processing  complaints  received  from  the 
“Employee  Hot  Line.”  As  part  of  their  audit  activities,  they 
will  examine  field  station  consumer  activities. 

M.  Management  Service  (60)  is  Responsible  For 

Insuring  that  VA  records  are  effectively  managed  in  order 
to  provide  maximum  service  to  veterans.  Protecting  veterans’ 
rights  under  Privacy  and  Freedom  of  Information  policy  and 
regulations.  Insuring  that  VA  regulations  are  clearly  and 
accurately  published  in  the  Federal  Register  for  public 
information. 

VII.  OVERVIEW  OF  VA  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 
A.  Perspective 

1.  Operation  of  Consumer  Affairs  Program 

The  mission  of  the  Veterans  Administration  is  to  provide 
service  and  benefits  to  eligible  veterans  and  their 
dependents.  Benefits  and  services  are  provided  in  a  broad 
range  of  areas  which  include  compensation  and  pension 
payments,  educational  and  vocational  rehabilitation 
assistance,  insurance,  mortgage  credit  assistance  (home 
loans),  burials,  headstones  and  markers,  health  care,  and 
hospitalization.  These  programs  must  be  responsive  to  the 
needs  of  the  recipients  by  providing  the  best  service  possible 
within  the  resources  available.  It  is  recognized  that 
implementation  of  consumer  initiatives  can  be  accomplished 
only  to  the  extent  that  resources  are  available  to  the 
Departments. 

Although  the  VA  has  always  had  the  interest  of  its 
consumer  as  its  primary  concern,  the  consumer  program 
brings  with  it  a  new  philosophy  seeking  greater  consumer 
participation  in  the  development  of  rules,  policies  and 
programs.  It  emphasizes  that  the  beliefs  of  the  benefit 
recipient  need  to  be  considered  as  an  important  ingredient  in 
the  decisionmaking  process.  This  approach  relies  upon 
active  consumer  participation  and  the  establishment  of 
effective  feedback  mechanisms  to  keep  each  level  of 
management  and  program  officials  informed  of  the  needs 
and  concerns  of  veterans.  The  process  of  consumer 
participation  is  shown  in  Figure  2,  Total  Consumer  Feedback 
System.  It  begins  with  input  from  consumers  expressing 
desires  and  needs  through  a  variety  of  mechanisms  (e.g., 
complaints,  veterans’  organizations’  impact  surveys, 
veterans  civil  councils).  This  information  is  to  be 
summarized  in  a  format  meaningful  to  management  for 
further  analysis  and  evaluation  to  determine  possible 
problem  areas  or  changes  that  may  be  indicated.  With  this 
consumer  information  available,  management  can  then  make 
better  informed  decisions  to  help  improve  VA  programs  or 
services  through  output  mechanisms  which  implement 
changes  in  rules,  regulations,  policies,  or  resources. 
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The  veterans’  organizations  play  an  important  role  in  the 
VA  Consumer  Program.  There  are  approximately  50  national 
veterans’  organizations  representing  veterans’  concerns.  The 
Veterans  Administration  maintains  working  relationships 
with  these  groups  at  both  the  national  and  local  levels. 

These  organizations  provide  one  of  the  best  sources  of 
feedback  from  VA  consumers,  as  well  as  effective 
organizations  to  inform  consumers  about  VA  programs.  They 
represent  the  interests  of  VA  consumers  and  most  have 
program  specialists  who  can  intercede  on  a  veteran’s  behalf 
when  assistance  is  needed.  Veterans’  organizations  are 
consulted  whenever  major  changes  in  procedures  are  under 
consideration.  On  the  national  level,  the  primary  point  of 
contact  in  the  VA  with  the  veterans’  organizations  is  a 
Special  Assistant  to  the  Administrator,  the  Veterans’  Service 
Organization  Liaison  (VSOL),  whose  primary  duty  is  to  work 
with  the  veterans’  organizations  to  obtain  their  views  and 
assist  them  in  obtaining  information  they  may  need.  At  the 
local  level  the  field  station  directors  provide  the  primary 
contact  with  local  veterans’  organizations  through  various 
means:  periodic  formal  meetings,  personal  contact,  and 
organization  representation  in  advisory  groups,  to  name  a 
few. 

2.  VA  Consumer  Program  Organizational  Structure 

The  Director,  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  has  been  designated 
as  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator.  He/she  has  direct 
access  to  the  Administrator  and  is  in  a  position  to  advise  the 
Administrator  and  oversee  consumer  affairs  activities 
throughout  the  VA.  The  coordinator  is  the  agency’s  primary 
consumer  affairs  advocate  and  with  the  help  of  a  consumer 
affairs  staff,  analyzes  all  rules,  regulations,  policies,  and 
proposed  legislation  for  consumer  implications.  He/ she 
recommends  changes  as  needed  to  make  procedures  and 
policies  more  responsive  to  consumer  interests.  In  addition 
to  help  from  the  consumer  staff,  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Coordinator  participates  as  a  member  of  the  Organization 
and  Management  Improvement  (OMI)  Committee  which  also 
functions  as  the  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinating  Committee. 
Committee  members  are  senior-level  employees  from  each 
Staff  Office  and  Department.  Major  management  initiatives 
on  consumer  affairs,  management  improvement, 
organizational  changes,  and  proposed  changes  to 
regulations,  policies,  procedures,  and  legislation  are  brought 
before  the  committee. 

Each  major  staff  office  and  department  in  Central  Office 
and  each  field  facility  has  a  consumer  affairs  representative 
responsible  for  consumer  activities  and  reports  directly  to 
the  department  head  or  station  director.  They  also  provide 
the  Administrator  with  status  reports  of  their  programs 
during  the  Quarterly  Review  and  Analysis  briefings.  The 
consumer  affairs  representatives  act  as  consumer  advocates 
resolving  problems  of  an  immediate  nature,  crossing 
organization  lines  when  necessary.  The  consumer  affairs 
representatives  interact  with  consumer  affairs  personnel  at 
all  other  levels  in  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program  network 
to  resolve  problems  of  both  general  and  specific  natures. 

The  basic  interrelationships  under  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Program  are  shown  in  Figure  3,  Operating  Structure  of  VA 
Consumer  Affairs  Program.  The  specific  duties  and 
responsibilities  of  the  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator,  the 
consumer  staff,  departments  and  staff  offices  are  shown  in 
Part  VI,  Responsibilities. 
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3.  Organization  of  Agency  Consumer  Affairs  Staff 

The  agency  Consumer  Affairs  Staff  is  a  separate  element 
located  in  the  Office  of  Planning  and  Program  Evaluation.  It 
directly  supports  the  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator  (CAC). 

Its  location  in  Planning  and  Program  Evaluation  gives  it 
needed  access  to  expertise  in  the  areas  of  agency  planning, 
special  studies,  and  program  evaluations.  The  staff  is 
composed  of  a  director,  two  analysts,  and  administrative 
support. 

The  agency  Consumer  Affairs  Staff  is  in  continuous 
contact  with  each  of  the  department’s  consumer  affairs  staffs 
and  the  consumer  affairs  representatives  for  each  of  the  staff 
offices.  Coordination  is  routinely  accomplished  with  the 
departments  through  working  committees  which  expedite 
necessary  actions.  The  staff  will  colloborate  with 
Department  and  Staff  Office  representatives  in  the  review  of 
proposed  legislation  and  in  policies,  regulations,  and 
procedures  to  determine  their  impact  on  VA  consumers. 

B.  Consumer  Participation 

1.  General 

The  VA  has  an  extensive  and  comprehensive  system  to 
encourage  consumer  participation  both  at  the  local  and 
national  levels.  Responsibility  for  ensuring  adequate 
participation  by  consumers  rests  with  the  Administrator  and 
heads  of  departments  and  staff  offices.  The  major  methods 
of  obtaining  information  from  the  consumer  to  use  in  the 
decisionmaking  process  are  as  follows: 

(a)  Person-to-person  contact  with  consumers. 

(b)  Meetings  and  informal  consultations  with  consumer 
organizations  (veterans’  service  organizations). 

(c)  Copies  of  regulations,  policies,  and  procedures  sent  to 
veterans’  organizations  and  other  interested  groups  for 
comment  simultaneously  with  their  publication  in  the 
Federal  Register. 

(d)  Information  obtained  from  complaints  and  proposed 
consumer  feedback  cards. 

(e)  Impact,  attiude,  and  opinion  surveys  of  the  recipients  of 
benefits. 

(f)  Vietnam  Veterans  Civic  Councils  at  each  VA  Regional 
Office. 

(g)  Representation  of  consumers  on  advisory  committees. 

(h)  Conferences  on  VA  programs  with  participation  from 
consumer  groups. 

(i)  Program  evaluations  to  determine  the  effectiveness  of 
the  delivery  of  benefits. 

(j)  Evaluation  of  VA  facilities  conducted  by  veterans’ 
organizations. 

(k)  On-site  representatives  of  veterans’  organizations  at 
VA  facilities  who  meet  with  the  director  on  a  regular  basis. 

(l)  Public  appearances  by  VA  managers  before  community 
and  civic  groups  and  professional  organizations. 

(m)  Contacts  with  state  and  local  government  veterans 
services,  and  social  and  employment  agencies. 

2.  Avenues  and  Forms  of  Consumer  Participation 

There  are  many  avenues  of  approach  VA  consumers  can 
use  to  make  their  views  known.  The  major  ways  are  shown 
below: 

(a)  The  Veterans  Administration  provides  opportunities 
for  consumers  to  express  their  views  at  both  field  station 
and  Central  Office  Organizational  levels  and  at  several 
points  in  the  agency  policymaking  process.  Some  consumer 
contacts  are  direct  and  informal,  such  as  a  veteran  inquiring 
about  VA  programs;  others  are  formal,  such  as  the 
Administrator  and  VA  staff  attending  the  annual 
conventions  of  national  veterans’  organizations. 


(b)  Consumers  may  express  their  opinions  of  VA  benefits 
and  service  in  a  variety  of  ways.  Inquiries,  utilization  of  VA 
benefits,  and  general  information  obtained  about  consumers 
provide  input  into  the  decisionmaking  process.  Personal 
contact  between  VA  employees  and  individual  consumers 
provides  an  opportunity  for  input  into  decisionmaking; 
information  obtained  from  these  contacts  ultimately 
becomes  a  source  of  agency  knowledge  regarding  consumer 
concerns.  To  aid  in  this  effort  the  VA  has  an  extensive 
outreach  program  which  includes  toll-free  telephone  calls  to 
all  VA  Regional  Offices  and  veterans  assistance  personnel 
located  at  each  VA  medical  Center  and  VA  Regional  office. 

(c)  Each  department  currently  is  developing  a  consumer 
feedback  card.  These  are  voluntary  means  by  which 
consumers  can  express  their  satisfaction  or  dissatisfaction 
with  a  program  or  the  service  received.  Implementation  is 
expected  in  early  FY 1981. 

(d)  An  agency  wide  Complaint/Compliment  Reporting 
System  is  also  under  development.  When  implemented,  this 
system  will  provide  computerized  reports  showing  the 
number  of  complaints,  their  subject  matter  and  source. 
Implementation  is  scheduled  to  start  in  early  FY  1981.  (See 
Paragraph  VII.  E) 

(e)  Veterans’  organizations  periodically  evaluate 
individual  field  station  operations.  Representatives  of  the 
organizations  also  provide  on-site  assistance  to  consumers 
within  VA  facilities.  A  consumer  need  not  be  a  member  of  a 
veterans’  organization  to  utilize  its  services.  Information 
provided  by  the  veterans’  organizations  at  the  local  level  is 
an  important  source  of  consumer  input  for  decisionmakers. 

3.  Analysis  of  Consumer  Concern  and  Stages  of  Consumer 
Participation  in  Decisionmaking 

Consumer  views  are  interjected  at  several  levels  when 
policy  decisions  are  being  made: 

(a)  Veterans’  organizations  provide  the  major 
opportunities  for  consumer  viewpoints  to  be  hard  early  in 
agency  policy  formulation  processes.  The  organizations  are 
consulted  regularly  on  an  informal  basis  and  receive 
advance  drafts  of  proposed  changes  in  programs  and  major 
procedures.  Veterans  organizations  also  provide  comments 
and  analyses  when  they  believe  existing  programs  should  be 
modified. 

(b)  Comments  and  suggestions  are  provided  by  third  party 
participants  (e.g.,  mortgage  lenders,  educators,  and 
professional  organizations)  who  interact  with  consumers. 

(c)  Individual  suggestions  from  consumers  and  information 
received  from  complaint/compliment  and  other  feedback 
mechanisms  are  used. 

(d)  Information  is  obtained  from  surveys  and  program 
evaluations  showing  where  improvements  or  changes  are 
needed. 

(e)  Each  state  or  VA  Regional  Office  has  a  Vietnam 
Veterans  Civic  Council.  The  councils  meet  quarterly  to 
discuss  local  issues  with  a  VA  representative.  Council 
recommendations  for  remedies  to  problems  are  forwarded  to 
Central  Office  for  consideration. 

(f)  Professional  advisory  committees  are  another 
mechanism  for  consumer  input.  The  advisory  committees 
represent  diverse  groups,  including  veterans  and  members  of 
the  community  who  are  prominent  in  the  fields  of  medicine, 
education,  construction,  and  law.  The  committees  provide 
management  with  professional  evaluations  of  VA  programs 
and  serve  as  a  source  of  new  ideas  to  improve  VA  services 
to  consumers. 

(g)  VA  sponsors  conferences  on  agency  programs  and 
veteran-related  issues.  Experts  convene  to  share  ideas  and 
discuss  solutions  to  consumer  problems. 
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C.  Consumer  Informational  Material 

Informational  materials  on  VA  programs  are 
comprehensive  and  widely  distributed.  They  are  an  integral 
part  of  the  outreach  effort.  Information  is  provided  to 
veterans  through  the  following  seven  primary  means: 

1.  Television  and  radio. 

2.  Newspapers  and  magazines. 

3.  VA  pamphlets  and  literature. 

4.  Veterans  Assistance  Discharge  System  (VADS)  which 
provides  information  directly  to  new  military  dischargees. 

5.  Personal  contact  with  VA  employees. 

6.  VA  nationwide  toll-free  telephone  system. 

7.  Conferences  with  veterans’  organizations. 

In  addition  to  VA  publications,  third  party  participants  in 
VA  programs  (e.g.,  mortgage  lenders)  supplement  VA 
publications  by  providing  additional  information  to  the 
potential  beneficiary.  Most  veterans’  organizations  also 
publish  monthly  magazines  at  the  national  level  and  special 
material  at  the  local  level  containing  information  about  VA 
programs.  Furthermore,  when  the  VA  participates  in  public 
events,  appropriate  informational  materials  on  VA  programs 
are  made  available.  VA  surveys  of  veterans  and  dependents 
show  that  as  a  result  of  these  efforts,  almost  all  veterans 
receive  some  information  about  VA  programs  and  activities 
and  that  the  needed  information  is  readily  available  to 
veterans  in  all  parts  of  the  country. 

There  is  a  continuous  assessment  of  the  effectiveness  of 
informational  materials  being  provided  and  they  are  under 
continuous  review  to  update  and  simplify  the  information  for 
VA  consumers.  Responsibility  for  developing  information 
about  the  programs  rests  with  department  and  program 
officials.  As  new  legislation  is  passed  or  procedures  are 
changed,  program  administrators  are  also  responsible  for 
making  the  necessary  changes  to  the  appropriate 
informational  publications.  Dissemination  of  information  by 
radio,  television,  and  newspapers  is  arranged  for  at  both  the 
national  and  local  levels. 

An  important  function  of  VA  facilities  at  the  local  level  is 
to  disseminate  information.  Within  the  Department  of 
Medicine  and  Surgery,  hospitals,  outpatient  clinics, 
domiciliaries,  and  nursing  homes  furnish  a  full  spectrum  of 
health  care  information.  Regional  Offices,  within  the 
Department  of  Veterans  Benefits,  are  the  contact  points  for 
veterans  wishing  to  obtain  information  about  their  benefits, 
and  serve  also  as  distribution  points  for  all  non-medical 
programs.  National  Cemeteries,  within  the  Department  of 
Memorial  Affairs,  furnish  information  on  VA  burial  benefits. 

All  of  the  regional  offices,  hospitals,  and  cemeteries  are 
covered  by  seven  regional  information  specialists  who  work 
with  the  station  director  and  program  officials  to  develop 
information  about  VA  programs  for  media  use. 

VA  publications  are  routinely  made  available  at 
convenient  locations  such  as  military  installations,  veterans’ 
service  organizations,  libraries,  universities/college 
campuses,  and  community  information  centers.  The  VA  toll- 
free  telephone  system  is  also  a  source  for  consumers  to 
request  VA  benefits  information. 

D.  Education  and  Training 

1.  Employee  Education  and  Training 

Employee  education  and  training  includes  informing  all  , 
VA  personnel  regarding  the  requirements  of  Executive  Order 
12160  and  the  enhanced  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program; 
additional  education  and  training  in  consumer  service  for 
those  VA  personnel  involved  in  direct  contact  with 
consumers;  and  specialized  training  and  education  for 
employees  directly  involved  in  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Program. 


Training  of  employees  is  the  responsibility  of  the 
departments  and  staff  offices.  Each  department  and  staff 
office  develops  its  own  training  program  to  meet  the  special 
needs  of  its  personnel  in  providing  the  best  possible  service 
within  available  resources.  Currently  each  department 
having  public  contact  has  a  training  program  for  employees 
on  answering  questions  and  on  sensitivity  toward  the 
individual.  The  best  ways  to  serve  or  care  for  the  individual 
are  emphasized. 

A  specific  Consumer  Affairs  training  program  is  to  be 
established  by  each  department  to  include  field  stations.  The 
Consumer  Affairs  Staff  will  coordinate  and  assist  the 
departments  to  ensure  that  there  is  a  consistent  and  cohesive 
agency  approach.  The  current  training  programs  for 
employees  relating  to  consumer  affairs  are  to  be  integrated 
into  one  training  program.  An  agency  training  directive 
providing  guidance  for  establishing  departmental  consumer 
programs  will  be  developed  and  will  include  the 
requirements  of  the  Executive  Order. 

2.  Consumer  Education  and  Training 

Consumer  education  and  training  includes  informing  the 
consumer  of  the  benefits  and  services  and  how  to  obtain 
them;  providing  technical  assistance  on  VA  matters  to 
consumer  organizations  (e.g.,  Veterans’  Organizations);  and 
providing  technical  assistance  and  training  to  intermediaries 
through  which  some  VA  benefits  are  delivered  (e.g.,  builders, 
educational  institutions,  contract  health  care  facilities,  and 
funeral  homes). 

E.  Complaint  Handling 

A  major  source  of  consumer  opinion  is  from  complaints, 
most  of  which  are  received  and  resolved  by  the  field 
stations.  There  is  a  formal  written  procedure  to  ensure  that 
special  review  of  complaints  is  made,  whether  it  comes  to 
the  station  staff,  the  station  director,  or  a  veterans’ 
organization.  Complaints  are  forwarded  to  the  Office  of  the 
Director  to  ensure  prompt  reply  and  to  be  certain  corrective 
measures  are  taken  to  avoid  similar  complaints  from  other 
veterans.  It  is  the  policy  of  all  VA  field  stations  to  respond 
immediately  to  complaints  and  to  resolve  them  in  an 
expeditious  manner.  As  a  goal,  the  VA  tries  to  at  least 
provide  an  interim  response  to  the  complainant  within  ten 
(10)  working  days  if  the  problem  cannot  be  readily  resolved. 
In  addition  to  complaints  about  service  received,  veterans, 
their  dependents,  or  their  beneficiaries  can  appeal  decisions 
made  regarding  claims  for  benefits.  In  these  instances,  the 
VA  instructs  the  consumers  of  the  proper  procedures  for 
having  the  case  heard  by  the  Board  of  Veterans  Appeals.  If  a 
VA  field  station  discerns  a  pattern  which  indicates  a 
consumer  problem  is  more  than  local  in  scope,  the 
appropriate  Central  Office  official  is  contacted. 

Complaints  received  at  Central  Office  receive  similar 
priority  handling,  each  request  being  answered  promptly  and 
reviewed,  together  with  other  data,  to  determine  if  there  is 
any  need  for  change.  As  a  result  of  this  method,  complaints 
received  at  the  field  stations  and  Central  Office  have 
influenced  VA  policies,  procedures,  and  regulations. 

With  the  implementation  of  the  TARGET  computer 
system,  the  VA  has  been  able  to  provide  immediate  answers 
to  consumer  inquiries,  and  thus  possibly  avoid  a  formal 
complaint.  This  system  when  fully  operational  will  allow  the 
VA  field  stations  to  immediately  make  inquiries  on 
individual  veteran's  status  of  eligibility  and  benefits. 

Under  the  enhanced  Consumer  Affairs  Program,  a  system 
is  under  development  to  collect  topical  data  on  all 
complaints.  This  data  will  be  computerized  and  used  to 
produce  statistical  information  on  “who”  (e.g.,  veteran, 
Congressional,  White  House,  professional,  etc.),  “what 
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program"  (e.g.,  DVB’s  housing,  education,  pension,  DM&S’s 
Inpatient,  Dental,  Contract  Care,  etc.;  or  DMA's  headstone/ 
marker  National  Cemetery  maintenance,  etc.),  and  "specific 
concern"  (e.g.,  timeliness,  denied  benefits,  treatment,  etc.) 
that  are  involved.  With  this  information  the  VA  will  be  able 
to  establish  a  more  representative  picture  of  the  views  and 
opinions  held  by  veterans  on  VA  performance.  This  will  be 
accomplished  through  the  use  of  statistical  reports  showing 
the  number  and  percentage  of  complaints  during  a  period  by 
facility,  program  area,  and  concern.  These  reports  will  also 
show  the  timeliness  of  VA’s  response  to  complaints.  As  a 
management  tool  for  all  levels  of  management,  the 
information  from  these  reports  can  help  increase  the  VA’s 
sensitivity  to  consumer  concerns  and  more  effectively  alert 
management  to  possible  problems. 

Appropriateness  of  response  will  also  be  reviewed  through 
a  sampling  procedure  as  part  of  the  field  station  systematic 
analyses,  the  departmental  station  evaluations,  and  the 
Inspector  General  audits. 

VIII.  DEPARTMENT  OF  MEDICINE  AND  SURGERY 
CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 

A.  Consumer  Affairs  Perspective 

1.  Operating  Structure 

The  DM&S  Consumer  Affairs  Operating  Structure  (Figure 
4)  shows  the  key  program  representatives  in  the  Department 
of  Medicine  and  Surgery  (DM&S)  at  each  level  of 
management. 

2.  Responsibilities 

(a)  The  Chief  Medical  Director  (CMD)  has  overall 
responsiblity  for  development,  implementation  and 
management  of  the  Department  of  Medicine  and  Surgery 
Consumer  Affairs  Program. 

(b)  The  Executive  Assistant  to  the  Medical  Director  has 
been  designated  as  the  Department  Consumer  Affairs 
Representative. 

(c)  The  Communication  and  Inquiries  Staff,  a  part  of 
CMD  s  immediate  office  is  responsible  for  the  development, 
conduct  and  coordination  of  the  Department  program  with 
inputs  from  all  Department  elements  whose  activities  impact 
on  consumer  affairs. 

(d)  A  coordinating  committee  on  Consumer  Affairs  has 
been  established  to  facilitate  communication  and 
cooperation  in  this  process.  The  coordinating  committee’s 
members  (Figure  4)  are  key  staff  from  the  major  operational, 
policy  and  management  offices  of  the  Department. 

(e)  Medical  Center  and  Clinic  Directors  are  responsible  for 
the  consumer  affairs  activities  at  their  facility. 
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Not®:  The  Department's  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinating  Committee 
consists  of  representatives  of  those  elements  within  the 
dotted  line. 
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3.  Department  Initiatives 

(a)  Final  development  of  the  Complaint/Compliment 
Reporting  System  will  include  information  on  written, 
telephonic  and  personal  contacts.  This  will  provide 
information  about  consumer  views  to  all  levels  of 
management. 

(b)  The  Patient  Satisfaction  Survey  will  be  made  an  annual 
evaluation  to  assure  still  more  information. 

(c)  The  continued  implementation  of  the  Medical 
Administration  Service  education  system  and  inservice 
training  for  all  patient  care  employees  to  assure  that  all  staff 
who  have  patient  interaction  responsibility  are  trained  and 
have  refresher  courses. 

(d)  A  program  to  make  patient  assistance  personnel  more 
identifiable  will  be  pursued. 

(e)  The  continued  input  of  Veterans’  Service  Organizations 
will  be  sought  in  planning  and  development  of  new 
initiatives. 

(f)  In  order  to  assure  more  structured  coordination  of  the 
entire  DM&S  Consumer  Affairs  Program  and  a  single  point  of 
contact  for  all  involved,  the  Department  will  establish  a 
DM&S  Consumer  Affairs  Officer  in  the  Communications  and 
Inquiries  Staff.  This  function  will  include  coordination  of  the 
Department’s  efforts,  evaluation  of  data  generated  and 
overall  administration  of  the  Department  program. 

(g)  Establish  a  VA  Code  of  Patient  Rights. 

B.  Consumer  Participation 

1.  Avenues  and  Forms  of  Participation 

Veteran  medical  care  consumers  have  significant  input 
into  the  policy  and  program  planning  processes.  This  input 
comes  through  formal  and  informal  channels  at  both  the 
local  and  national  levels.  The  VA’s  highly  decentralized 
medical  care  system  fosters  rapid  transmission  of  individual 
consumer  concerns  to  appropriate  management  officials. 

The  systematic  program  review  in  the  Health  Services 
Review  Organization  program,  observations  of  Patient 
Representatives,  and  reports  or  comments  from  veterans' 
service  organization  visits  feed  information  to  the  Medical 
Center  Director.  Consumers  are  encouraged  to  participate 
locally  through  Vietnam  Veterans  Civic  Councils,  various  ad 
hoc  commitees,  and  the  Veterans  Administration  Voluntary 
Service  program.  In  many  facilities,  representatives  of 
various  veterans’  organizations  are  provided  office  space 
and  meet  regularly  with  key  medical  center  officials.  In  order 
to  improve  communications  between  the  academic  affiliates 
of  VA  medical  facilities  and  the  veterans’  service 
organizations,  DM&S  has  encouraged  the  appointment  of 
veterans’  service  organization  representative(s)  as  ex  officio 
members  to  the  Deans  Committees.  These  veterans’ 
organizations  promote  consumer  interests  and  are  a  major 
source  of  consumer  representation  at  the  Central  Office 
level. 

At  all  levels,  patient  complaints  are  given  priority 
attention.  In  addition,  veterans’  organization  representatives, 
who  tour  or  formally  survey  VA  medical  care  facilities, 
provide  written  and  verbal  comments  to  the  Directors.  These 
formal  reviews  are  used  in  the  development  of  the  facility’s 
five-year  plans  and  as  a  source  of  information  which  is 
carefully  evaluated  by  Central  Office.  These  reports  are 
followed  up  by  the  offices  of  the  respective  regional  directors 
to  ensure  that  deficiencies  noted  are  corrected.  The  results  of 
patient  satisfaction  surveys  are  carefully  monitored  and 
facilities  with  deficiencies  are  required  to  take  steps  toward 
their  correction.  The  Communication  and  Inquiries  Staff 
keeps  top  department  managers  informed  of  individual 
complaints,  emerging  trends,  and  potential  consumer  impact 
of  proposed  changes  in  policy. 


Nationally,  veterans’  organizations  respond  to  proposed 
VA  regulations.  Also,  their  annual  legislative  packages  are 
carefully  studied. 

Proposed  changes  in  DM&S  regulations  are  printed  in  the 
Federal  Register  for  public  comment.  Copies  are  also 
circulated  to  the  veterans’  organizations  for  comment. 
Consumers  are  also  informed  of  available  benefits  and 
programs  through  service  organization  publications.  Through 
attendance  at  local,  regional  and  national  veterans’ 
organization  meetings,  DM&S  officials  attempt  to  maintain  a 
high  level  of  consumer  awareness.  This  awareness  is  also 
fostered  through  written,  telephonic,  and  personal  contacts 
with  individual  veterans.  VA  officials  at  all  levels  also 
participate  in  meetings  of  other  consumer  groups,  health 
planning  organizations,  and  of  state  and  local  government 
agencies  providing  services  to  veterans. 

2.  Initiatives  To  Be  Taken 

Presently,  a  new  consumer  feedback  card  (Tell  it  to  the 
Administrator)  is  being  developed  and  field  tested. 

Following  any  necessary  modifications,  these  cards  will  be 
introduced  system-wide.  The  results  of  these  cards  will 
provide  to  both  Central  Office  and  local  management  an 
additional  feedback  mechanism  to  determine  consumer 
satisfaction.  Implementation  is  expected  to  begin  in  FY  1981. 

C.  Consumer  Informational  Materials 

1.  Current  Informational  Materials 

To  facilitate  consumer  awareness  of  available  medical 
services,  the  VA  employs  a  multimedia  approach  in  addition 
to  the  numerous  veterans’  organization  publications  to  reach 
the  widest  possible  audience. 

The  Department  works  closely  with  the  agency’s 
Information  Service  in  developing  press  releases,  TV  and 
radio  announcements,  and  a  variety  of  informational 
pamplets.  These  pamphlets  include  “Federal  Benefits  for 
Veterans  and  Dependents,"  “Fast  Facts,”  and  “Medical 
Benefits — Veterans  Administration”  and  “CHAMPVA 
(Civilian  Health  and  Medical  Program  of  the  Veterans 
Administration).”  These  are  available  from  medical  centers, 
regional  offices  and  veterans’  organization  representatives. 
Many  other  publications  are  also  mailed  to  veterans  on 
request.  Information  bulletins  in  benefits  checks  and  hand¬ 
out  materials  at  local  facilities  are  used  to  reach  directly 
affected  groups  of  veterans. 

2.  Proposed  Information  Initiatives 

The  Code  of  Patient  Concern  has  been  revised  and 
reprinted.  The  Code  is  being  widely  distributed  and 
reemphasized  to  both  patients  and  employees. 

Since  a  veteran's  first  impression  is  so  vital,  the 
Department  is  exploring  the  use  of  specially  trained 
personnel  in  the  admissions  and  clinic  areas  of  the  medical 
centers  to  assist  patients  with  their  health  care  benefits  and 
treatment  program  questions.  Also  being  explored  are  means 
of  making  those  who  can  best  assist  the  veteran  more 
identifiable,  especially  in  outpatient  areas.  Patient 
representatives  may  also  require  similar  special 
identification. 

The  VA  published  its  proposed  Code  of  Patient  Rights  in 
the  Federal  Register.  This  proposal  sets  forth  the  detailed 
substantive  and  procedural  rights  to  be  afforded  both 
voluntary  and  involuntary  patients  undergoing  treatment  in  a 
VA  medical  center.  This  action  will  ensure  that  patients’ 
rights  will  be  consistent  and  uniformly  applied  in  all  VA 
facilities. 
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D.  Education  and  Training 

1.  ■ Current  Training 

The  Department  recognizes  the  importance  of  training  for 
medical  care  personnel,  especially  for  employees  in  constant 
contact  with  consumers.  Training  of  17,000  Medical 
Administration  Service  employees  has  recently  been 
completed.  To  assist  VA  medical  facilities  in  being  more 
effective  in  dealing  with  the  needs  of  veterans  and  other 
consumer  publics  they  deal  with,  both  in  person  and  through 
written  correspondence,  Medical  Center  Directors  and  other 
selected  field  personnel  receive  training  in  community  affairs 
and  communications  through  the  Regional  Medical 
Education  Centers.  Familiarizing  employees  with  the  Code  of 
Patient  Concern  indicates  the  Department’s  commitment  to 
the  consumer. 

2.  Planned  Training  Initiatives 

New  Medical  Administration  Service  employees  receive  a 
minimum  of  30  hours  of  training  which  includes  a  consumer 
awareness  component.  Consumer  Awareness  Training  is 
being  explored  as  a  regular  part  of  all  medical  care  inservice 
training  programs.  Also,  special  training  will  be  provided  for 
all  employees  responsible  for  the  consumer  affairs  program, 
both  at  the  medical  facilities  and  in  the  Central  Office. 

Development  of  these  new  initiatives  and  improvements  in 
existing  programs  will  be  a  joint  venture  involving  the 
medical  center  staff,  the  Department’s  Public  Information 
Officer,  Continuing  Education  and  Staff  Development 
Service,  Health  Services  Research  and  Development  Service, 
the  Agency’s  Consumer  Affairs  Staff,  and  the  Office  of 
Personnel. 

E.  Complaint  Handling 

1.  Complaint  Processing 

A  central  element  in  a  comprehensive  consumer  affairs 
program  is  the  prompt  and  effective  resolution  of  consumer 
complaints.  Consumer  comments  including  complaints, 
compliments  and  suggestions,  are  a  valuable  management 
tool  in  the  identification  of  strengths  and  weaknesses  at  all 
levels.  These  comments  are  therefor  given  priority  attention. 

Most  consumer  comments  and  complaints  are  resolved  at 
the  medical  center  level.  Those  comments  received  in 
Central  Office  are  either  coordinated  by  the 
Communications  and  Inquiries  Staff  or  routed  to  the 
appropriate  medical  facility  for  response.  Correspondence, 
including  that  sent  to  the  field,  is  logged  to  ensure  prompt 
response.  Copies  of  the  responses  by  field  facilities  are 
returned  so  that  they  can  be  monitored  for  timeliness  and 
quality.  In  DM&S  Central  Office,  the  Inquiries  Unit  in 
conjunction  with  medical  specialists  answer  the  bulk  of  the 
consumer  mail.  The  Inquiries  Unit,  along  with  the  Hospital 
Administration  Specialists  in  the  Regional  Director’s  Offices, 
respond  to  telephonic  inquiries  received  from  consumers. 
These  comments  and  questions  which  require  particular 
expertise  are  referred  to  appropriate  Department  elements. 
Before  signature,  all  replies  are  carefully  reviewed  by  the 
Communications  and  Inquiries  Staff  to  ensure  that  they  are 
appropriate  and  in  compliance  with  agency  policy.  Copies  of 
all  contacts  are  retained  and  monthly  reports  are  generated. 
Each  medical  facility  follows  similar  procedures  to  ensure 
prompt  attention  and  appropriateness  of  reply.  Differences  in 
size,  complexity  and  clientele  preclude  a  completely  uniform 
system. 

2.  Planned  Initiatives 

A  consumer  Complaint/Compliment  Reporting  System  is 
under  development  in  conjunction  with  the  other 


departments  and  the  agency’s  Consumer  Affairs  Staff.  The 
DM&S  portion  will  be  initially  field  tested  at  four  medical 
centers.  When  implemented,  this  system  will  be  the  nucleus 
from  which  a  comprehensive  reporting  system  on  consumer 
comments  will  be  developed.  Comments  will  be  categorized 
by  source,  program  involved,  area  of  specific  concern  and 
timeliness  of  response.  This  data  will  be  analyzed,  evaluated 
and  considered  along  with  other  factors  in  the 
decisionmaking  process  at  Central  Office  and  medical 
centers. 

IX.  DEPARTMENT  OF  VETERANS  BENEFITS  CONSUMER 
AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 

A.  Consumer  Affairs  Perspective 

1.  Operating  Structure 

The  DVB  Consumer  Affairs  Operating  Structure  (Figure  5) 
depicts  the  organization  and  relationships  of  key  consumer 
affairs  representatives  at  each  level  of  management. 

2.  Responsibilities 

The  DVB  Consumer  Affairs  Program  is  the  responsibility 
of  the  Chief  Benefits  Director;  its  development  and 
implementation  are  under  the  direct  guidance  of  the  Deputy 
Chief  Benefits  Director  (DCBD),  DVB’s  senior  level 
Consumer  Affairs  Representative. 

(a)  The  DCBD  has  direct  access  to  the  Chief  Benefits 
Director  and  possesses  the  authority  to  make  decisions 
regarding  matters  of  consumer  interest.  The  Director. 
Veterans  Assistance  Service,  has  been  designated  as  DVB's 
alternate  senior  level  Consumer  Affairs  Representative. 

(b)  A  DVB  working  committee  has  been  established  at  VA 
Central  Office,  Washington.  D.C.  to  provide  input  and 
support  to  DVB’s  Consumer  Affairs  Program. 

(c)  Consumer  Affairs  Representatives  and  alternates  have 
been  designated  in  each  DVB  program  area  (Compensation 
and  Pension,  Education  and  Rehabilitation,  Loan  Guaranty. 
Insurance,  Veterans  Assistance  and  the  Administrative 
Services).  These  representatives  have  responsibility  for 
providing  program  expertise  in  the  development  of  new 
consumer  initiatives,  providing  guidance  in  the 
implementation  phase,  and  reviewing  the  operation  of 
existing  consumer  programs  in  their  respective  program 
areas. 
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FIGURE  5 

OPERATING  STRUCTURE  OF  DVB  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 
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(d)  Each  DVB  field  station  has  named  the  Veterans 
Services  Officer  and  an  alternate  as  Consumer  Affairs 
Representatives  who  have  responsibility  for  providing  input 
to  and  implementing  DVB-wide  consumer  programs,  as  well 
as  initiating,  implementing,  and  advertising  consumer  related 
programs  tailored  to  the  needs  of  their  particular  station,  as 
appropriate. 

(e)  All  Consumer  Affairs  Representatives  provide  input  on 
the  development  of  new  programs,  rules,  policies,  and 
legislative  actions  which  involve  consumerism  in  DVB  and 
the  VA  as  a  whole. 

3.  Department  Initiatives 

(a)  Field  station  Consumer  Affairs  Representatives  will  be 
requested  to  find  new  and  innovative  ways  to  improve 
service  to  veterans  and  their  dependents  residing  within 
their  field  station  jurisdiction. 

(b)  In  coordination  with  the  Office  of  Planning  and 
Program  Evaluation,  DVB  has  developed  a  five-year  program 
on  consumerism  which  includes  the  following  actions:  (1) 
Implementation  of  a  computerized  Complaint  Reporting 
System;  (2)  Establishment  of  Baseline  of  Service  Delivery 
Standards;  and  (3)  Implementation  of  a  DVB  Consumer 
Feedback  Card  System. 

B.  Consumer  Participation 

1.  Avenues  and  Forms  of  Participation 

Consumer  participation  in  DVB's  decisionmaking 
processes  occurs  in  every  phase  of  the  Department’s 
operations  on  a  continuous  basis.  Consumer  input  on  the 
need  for  changing  rules,  policies  and  programs  is  solicited 
through  both  formal  and  informal  channels.  Input  leading  to 
program  changes  comes  from  the  following  mechanisms/ 
sources: 

(a)  Review  of  claims  referred  to  Central  Office  by  field 
stations. 

(b)  Comments  from  other  VA  departments  and  staff 
offices. 

(c)  Analysis  of  correspondence  from  Members  of  Congress 
and  the  general  public. 

(d)  Recommendations  from  national  veterans’  service 
organizations;  housing,  education  and  insurance  interest 
groups;  and  ad  hoc  committees. 

(e)  Contacts  with  state  and  local  government  veterans 
services,  social  and  employment  agencies. 

DVB  consumers  can  participate  in  the  decisionmaking 
processes  through  involvement  in  local  Vietnam  Veterans 
Civic  Councils,  through  correspondence,  or  personal  visits  to 
DVB  field  stations  or  Central  Office.  VA  employee 
suggestions  concerning  the  needs  and  concerns  of  veterans 
also  play  an  important  role  in  policy  and  procedure 
formulation. 

Prior  to  their  effective  date,  all  proposed  regulations  are 
published  in  the  Federal  Register  for  public  review  and 
comment.  Interested  persons  are  invited  to  submit  written 
comments,  suggestions  or  objections  regarding  the  proposals. 
Comments  received  are  analyzed  by  program  staffs  and 
where  appropriate  incorporated  into  the  final  regulation, 
which  is  then  republished  in  the  Federal  Register  for 
additional  comments  before  implementation. 

Along  with  publication  in  the  Federal  Register,  draft 
copies  of  new  issues  are  regularly  sent  to  a  large  number  of 
concerned  organizations  for  their  review  and  comment(s). 
For  example,  an  educational  issue  affecting  the  school 
approval  process  would  be  sent  to  the  National  Association 
of  State  Approving  Agencies  (NASAA)  for  their  comments. 
Veterans'  service  organizations  play  an  important  role  as 
consumer  advocates  in  this  process. 


Consumers  are  given  the  opportunity  to  express  their 
views  on  the  effectiveness  of  DVB’s  programs  and  services 
through  a  variety  of  channels,  such  as,  toll-free  telephone 
service  to  our  field  stations,  consumer  satisfaction  letters, 
Vietnam  Veterans  Civic  Councils,  DVB’s  outreach  programs, 
compliance  surveys,  and  ad  hoc  committees.  Also, 
representatives  from  DVB  participate  in  consumer-oriented 
meetings  to  establish  rapport  with  consumers  and  technical 
groups,  to  keep  abreast  of  current  trends,  and  to  solicit 
suggestions  for  improving  service  to  veterans. 

To  ensure  that  consumer  concerns  are  adequately 
analyzed,  ongoing  reviews  are  undertaken  by  each  service 
within  DVB.  These  include  statistical  quality  control, 
systematic  analysis,  field  station  surveys,  and  administrative 
review  of  selected  cases. 

The  quality  control  system  alerts  field  stations  of  any 
areas  needing  attention  on  a  technical  basis  and  informs 
Central  Office  of  recurring  problems  at  local  facilities.  The 
system  also  acts  as  an  indicator  for  possible  policy  or 
procedural  changes  or  other  corrective  actions  when  Central 
Office  review  indicates  a  trend  of  similar  problems  at  a 
number  of  field  stations. 

2.  Department  Initiatives 

DVB  is  developing  a  consumer  feedback  card  which  will 
provide  veterans  and  their  dependents  a  means  of 
expressing  their  view  on  the  timeliness  and  quality  of  the 
service  they  are  furnished  at  DVB  offices.  Implementation  of 
the  system  is  scheduled  for  FY 1981. 

A  Baseline  of  Service  Standards  will  be  developed  to 
measure  how  well  DVB  programs  meet  their  mission  of 
service  to  veterans  and  beneficiaries. 

Expanding  the  role  of  the  Vietnam  Veterans  Civic  Council 
(WCC)  as  a  consumer  advocate  group  is  also  being 
explored.  As  is  currently  done  with  veterans'  service 
organizations  and  other  concerned  groups,  WCC’s  may  be 
provided  copies  of  proposed  legislation  and  policy  changes 
and  requested  to  review  and  comment  on  these  issues.  Since 
a  significant  portion  of  the  WCC  membership  consists  of 
potential  VA  beneficiaries,  this  could  be  an  effective  means 
of  involving  more  consumers  in  the  VA’s  decisionmaking 
processes. 

C.  Consumer  Informational  Materials 

1.  Current  Informational  Materials 

Current  informational  materials  available  to  DVB’s 
consumers  include  a  wide  range  of  publications,  pamphlets, 
and  booklets  which  describe  the  scope  of  benefits  that 
veterans  and  their  beneficiaries  are  entitled  to  receive. 
Special  interest  publications,  such  as,  "Your  VA  Counseling 
Service  Can  Help  You,"  “Veteran-Student  Work-Study 
Program,”  “Pointers  for  the  Veteran  Homeowner,”  “National 
Service  Like  Insurance,"  and  “Minority  Businesses”  are  also 
published  regularly  by  the  VA.  Most  of  the  above 
publications  are  routinely  made  available  to  military  bases, 
veterans’  service  organizations,  libraries,  schools  and 
community  information  centers,  as  well  as  all  DVB  field 
stations. 

Newly  discharged  veterans  are  sent  computer-generated 
certificates  of  eligibility  for  educational  assistance  and  loan 
guaranty  benefits  through  the  computerized  Veterans 
Assistance  Discharge  System  (VADS),  in  Austin,  Texas. 
Pamphlets  describing  benefits  available  to  veterans  are  also 
included  with  the  certificates.  Six  months  after  the  initial 
VADS  mailing,  a  follow-up  package  of  similar  information  is 
sent. 

DVB  conducts  a  number  of  special  outreach  programs  to 
assist  a  particular  group  of  veterans  with  common  types  of 
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problems.  Currently,  these  outreach  efforts  are  being 
directed  to  such  groups  as  elderly  veterans,  educationally 
disadvantaged  Vietnam  era  veterans,  veterans  in  jeopardy  of 
losing  their  homes  through  foreclosure,  minority  veteran 
homebuyers,  and  incarcerated  veterans. 

Career  Development  Centers  (CDCs)  which  help  veterans 
plan  their  career  and  find  jobs  have  been  established  or  are 
planned  for  38  field  stations  located  throughout  the  country. 
This  program  is  receiving  the  support  of  the  Department  of 
Labor’s  Veterans  Employment  Representatives  located  in  the 
field  stations  and  who  assist  veterans  in  job  placement. 

2.  Proposed  Informational  Materials 

When  DVB’s  publications,  pamphlets  and  booklets  are 
revised  to  reflect  policy  and  procedural  changes,  they  will 
also  emphasize  the  importance  of  consumer  involvement  in 
the  day-to-day  operations  of  the  VA. 

D.  Education  and  Training 

1.  Current  Training 

Veterans’  Services  Division  personnel,  located  in  all  VA 
field  facilities,  provide  information  and  assistance  to 
veterans  in  applying  for  benefits  from  the  VA  and  other 
agencies,  as  well  as  receiving  complaints.  Currently,  these 
employees  receive  one-half  hour  training  daily. 

Adjudication  personnel  in  DVB  field  stations  participate  in 
the  “Venture  in  Progress”  training  program  which  is 
composed  of  three  hours  of  training  weekly.  Additional 
training  may  be  scheduled  if  deemed  necessary  by  field 
station  management. 

Representatives  of  Central  Office  Loan  Guaranty  Service 
periodically  conduct  training  sessions  for  field  station  Loan 
Service  Representatives.  Among  other  things,  these  sessions 
include  tips  to  Loan  Service  Representatives  in  making 
contact  with  borrowers  and  how  to  provide  financial 
counseling  to  delinquent  borrowers. 

2.  Planned  Training  Initiatives 

An  essential  element  in  the  success  of  DVB’s  programs  is 
through  training  and  educating  employees  to  be 
understanding,  responsive  and  courteous  to  our  consumers. 
Actions  will  be  taken  to  encourage  and  emphasize  the  need 
for  effective  employee  training  in  all  phases  of  DVB’s 
operations  which  directly  involve  the  consumer. 

The  Education  and  Rehabilitation  Service  is  planning  staff 
development  training  in  three  geographical  areas  in  1980  for 
the  counseling  and  rehabilitation  staffs.  The  purpose  of  the 
training  will  be  to  ensure  that  the  practices  and  methods 
utilized  in  the  Veterans  Vocational  Rehabilitation  Program 
are  in  accord  with  modern  concepts  and  advanced 
knowledge  in  the  field  of  rehabilitation. 

DVB  will  participate  in  three  seminars  on  Community 
Relations  sponsored  by  the  Department  of  Medicine  and 
Surgery  in  1980.  Techniques  for  improving  communication 
within  VA  facilities  and  the  surrounding  community  will  be 
stressed. 

Consumer  Affairs  Representatives  from  DVB  services  will 
meet  regularly  to  discuss  ways  to  improve  and  expand 
consumerism  in  DVB. 

E.  Complaint  Handling 

1.  Complaint  Processing 

(a)  Central  Office. — Complaint  mail  received  in  DVB  is 
identified  and  analyzed  according  to  the  type  of  complaint 
and  area  of  responsibility.  Either  the  Chief  Benefits 
Director’s  office  or  one  of  the  DVB  program  offices  logs  the 
complaint,  sets  up  timeliness  controls,  and  assigns  it  to  the 


appropriate  office  for  action  or  forwards  it  to  the  field 
station  of  jurisdiction  for  action. 

(b)  Field  Stations. — All  complaint  mail  received  in  a  DVB 
field  station  is  given  priority  handling  and  forwarded 
directly  to  the  station  Director’s  office.  The  complaint 
correspondence  is  then  logged,  analyzed  as  to  type  and  area 
of  responsibility,  and  timeliness  controls  set  up. 

Department  directives  provide  complaint  handling  and 
analysis  guidelines.  For  example,  DVB  Quality  Control 
Manual,  M20-2,  requires  that  all  complaint  mail  receive  the 
personal  attention  of  the  station  Director  to  assure  prompt 
and  correct  disposition  of  all  pertinent  issues.  Also  required 
are  regular  studies  of  complaint  situations  to  identify 
underlying  causes  which  can  be  eliminated,  and  referral  to 
Central  Office  of  situations  beyond  field  station  control. 

Loan  Guaranty  Divisions  in  each  field  station  reported  to 
Central  Office  during  FY 1979  the  number  and  status  of  all 
written  complaints  involving  newly  constructed  homes. 
Additionally,  the  stations  analyzed  complaint  mail  received 
for  a  three-month  period  on  existing,  previously  occupied 
homes  according  to  type,  frequency,  and  timing. 

2.  Planned  Initiatives 

DVB  is  currently  developing  a  computerized  Complaint 
Reporting  System  which  when  implemented  will  enable  the 
Department  to  collect  complaint  data  by  Central  Office 
Service  or  field  station,  program  area,  source,  and  specific 
area  of  concern  and  will  also  show  how  prompt  DVB  is  in 
responding  to  complaints.  Computer-generated  reports 
showing  data  for  each  of  the  above  categories  will  provide 
management,  both  in  Central  Office  and  the  field,  with 
necessary  information  for  improving  the  delivery  of  veterans’ 
benefits.  Implementation  of  the  system  is  scheduled  for  FY 
1981. 

X.  DEPARTMENT  OF  MEMORIAL  AFFAIRS  CONSUMER 
AFFAIRS  PROGRAM 

A.  Consumer  Affairs  Perspective 

1.  Operating  Structure 

The  DMA  Consumer  Affairs  Operating  Structure  (Figure  6) 
shows  the  key  program  representatives  in  the  Department  of 
Memorial  Affairs  (DMA)  Consumer  Affairs  Program.  DMA 
administers  its  Consumer  Affairs  Program  through  normal 
management  channels,  since  the  program  is  considered  an 
essential  management  function  of  DMA  staff  and  line 
managers. 

2.  Responsibilities. 

The  DMA  Consumer  Affairs  Program  is  the  responsibility 
of  the  Chief  Memorial  Affairs  Director;  its  development  and 
inplementation  are  under  the  direct  guidance  of  the  Deputy 
Chief  Memorial  Affairs  Director.  DMA  staff  and  service 
directors  are  the  Consumer  Affairs  Representatives  directly 
responsible  for  the  implementation  of  DMA  programs.  They 
are  directly  involved  with  consumer  concerns  on  a  regular 
basis  and  are  responsible  for  responding  to  consumer 
complaints  and  other  consumer  feedback. 

DMA  organizational  responsibilities  for  consumer  affairs 
are  vested  in: 

(a)  The  Director,  Plans  and  Programs  Staff,  who  has  been 
designated  as  the  DMA  Consumer  Affairs  Representative 
and  is  responsible  for  coordinating  the  DMA  Consumer 
Affairs  Program.  This  individual  will  act  as  a  consumer 
affairs  advocate  by  ensuring  the  responsibilities  in 
Paragraph  VI,  B  &  C,  are  accomplished. 
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(b)  DMA  Staff  and  Service  Directors  who  are  responsible 
for  Consumer  Affairs  within  their  organizational  elements. 

(c)  National  Cemetery  Area  Office  (NCAO)  Directors  who 
are  responsible  for  coordinating  and  monitoring  the 
Consumer  Affairs  Program  for  their  respective  areas. 

(d)  Cemetery  Directors  who  implement  the  program  at  the 
station  level. 

3.  Department  Initiatives 

In  coordination  with  the  Office  of  Planning  and  Program 
Evaluation,  DMA  has  developed  a  five-year  consumer 
program  which  will  incorporate  the  following  significant 
actions: 

(a)  Develop  the  automated  Consumer  Complaint/ 
Compliment  Reporting  System. 

(b)  Develop  baseline  measurement  of  service  delivery 
standards. 

(c)  Test  and  implement  the  National.Cemetery  Consumer 
Feedback  Card. 

(d)  Develop,  test,  and  implement  the  Headstone  and 
Marker  Consumer  Feedback  Card. 

(e)  Implement  DMA  Consumer  Feedback  Information 
System. 

(f)  Establish  a  quality  control  review  system  to  determine 
appropriateness  of  responses  to  consumer  complaints. 

(g)  Reactivate  the  Advisory  Committee  on  Cemeteries  and 
Memorials. 

(h)  Implement  automated  processing  methods  to  provide 
more  effective  and  timely  benefits  and  services  to 
consumers. 

(i)  Implement  the  State  Cemetery  Grants  Program. 

B.  Consumer  Participation 

1.  Avenues  and  Forms  of  Participation 

Based  on  analysis  and  awareness  of  consumer 
expressions,  DMA  incorporates  consumer  viewpoints 
directly  into  the  formation  of  its  programs.  Major  decisions 
regarding  Department  operations  are  based  almost  entirely 
on  consumer  dissatisfaction  with  current  operating 
procedures  in  a  given  area. 

Proposed  VA  regulations  relating  to  DMA  are  published  in 
the  Federal  Register,  affording  the  public  the  opportunity  to 
comment. 

Consumers  participate  in  the  DMA  decisionmaking 
processes  through  the  following  mechanisms: 

(a)  Consumer  Complaint/Compliment  Reporting  System, 
including  complaint  analysis  from  White  House  and 
Congressional  sources,  veterans’  organizations,  and 
professional  sources. 

(b)  Appearances  of  Cemetery  Directors  and  DMA  program 
managers  before  community  and  civic  groups,  veterans’ 
organizations,  and  professional  groups  (such  as  national, 
state,  or  regional  funeral  directors’  associations;  cemetery 
associations). 

(c)  Review  of  environmental  impact  statements  for 
proposed  cemetery  sites. 

(d)  Program  evaluation  surveys  of  next-of-kin,  clergy,  and 
funeral  and  cemetery  associations. 

(e)  DMA  participation  in  Vietnam  Veterans  Civic  Councils 
(established  by  the  VA  Department  of  Veterans  Benefits). 

(f)  DMA  participation  in  ongoing  VA  studies,  such  as  the 
Survey  of  Veterans. 

(g)  Contacts  with  state  and  local  government  agencies 
serving  veterans. 

The  DMA  Consumer  Complaint/Compliment  Reporting 
System  identifies  the  specific  complaints  received.  Input  is 
reviewed  by  DMA  management  at  every  organizational 


level,  including  the  Chief  Memorial  Affairs  Director.  This 
system  provides  opportunities  for  consumer  participation  in 
the  DMA  decisionmaking  process.  Consumers  are  informed 
of  proposed  or  revised  regulations  through  publication  in  the 
Federal  Register.  Proposed  procedural  changes  at  the 
cemetery  level  are  coordinated  with  officials  of  local  funeral 
homes  and  veterans’  organizations.  Proposed  cemetery 
development  projects  are  communicated  to  community 
groups  and  veterans’  organizations. 

2.  Department  Initiatives 

New  initiatives  include  the  direct  notification  to  State 
program  officials  of  the  State  Cemetery  Grants  Program  to 
assure  consumer  participation  in  the  program;  increased 
participation  of  Cemetery  Directors  in  public  appearance 
activities  (hearings,  meetings);  increased  efforts  at  all 
national  cemeteries  to  involve  the  community  in  special 
observances  and  ceremonies  (Veterans  Day,  Memorial  Day, 
Vietnam  Veterans  Week,  etc.). 

Regulations  and  proposed  regulations  will  be  sent  to 
professional  organizations,  such  as  funeral  directors’ 
associations  and  cemetery  associations. 

The  automated  Consumer  Complaint/Compliment 
Reporting  System  will  provide  data  for  a  more  effective 
consumer  information  system  to  ensure  consumer 
viewpoints  are  formally  incorporated  into  the 
decisionmaking  process. 

New  DMA  consumer  feedback  mechanisms  will  include 
the  consumer  feedback  card  (national  cemeteries),  consumer 
feedback  card  (headstones  and  markers),  automated 
Consumer  Complaint/Compliment  System,  and  the  Advisory 
Committee  on  Cemeteries  and  Memorials. 

C.  Consumer  Informational  Materials 

1.  Current  Informational  Material 

Informational  material  is  revised  as  necessary  and  kept 
current.  Leaflets,  pamphlets,  and  brochures  cover  National 
Cemeteries,  Headstones  and  Markers,  history  and  maps  of 
individual  cemeteries,  and  DMA  Newsletters.  For  methods  of 
distribution,  see  VII.C,  Informational  Material. 

2.  Proposed  Information  Initiatives 

An  information  bulletin  on  the  State  Cemetery  Grants 
Program  and  Guidelines  for  Participation  in  State  Cemetery 
Grants  is  being  developed  for  distribution  to  State  officials 
interested  in  participating  in  the  State  Cemetery  Grants 
Program.  The  proposed  State  Cemetery  Grants  regulations 
appeared  in  the  Federal  Register  on  September  28, 1979, 
providing  a  sixty-day  period  for  public  comment.  The  final 
regulations  are  expected  to  be  published  in  the  Federal 
Register  in  FY  1980. 

D.  Education  and  Training 

1.  Current  Training 

The  sensitive  nature  of  DMA  programs  (interments  and 
monuments)  dictates  the  need  to  train  Cemetery  Directors 
and  personnel  directly  involved  with  consumers.  Each 
Cemetery  Director  and  employee  is  evaluated  in  areas 
relating  to  direct  dealings  with  the  public.  Special  training 
sessions  on  consumer  awareness  are  held  at  the  Annual 
Directors’  Conference.  The  presentations  feature 
professional  persons  from  the  private  sector  who  are  skilled 
in  human  relations  and  communications. 

Continuous  emphasis  is  placed  on  improving  written 
communications  as  a  follow-up  to  the  VA  Better  Letters 
program,  as  well  as  oral  communications,  using  the  "VA — 
MAY  I  HELP  YOU”  approach. 
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The  aforementioned  reports  will  constitute  a  means  of 
involving  the  consumer  in  DMA  plans  and  operations. 
Consumer  viewpoints  will  be  considered  in  improving 
services  at  the  operating  level,  as  well  as  in  the 
decisionmaking  process,  and  will  be  incorporated  directly, 
wherever  feasible,  into  DMA  polices  and  programs. 

XI.  STAFF  OFFICE  CONSUMER  ACTIVITIES 
A.  Veterans  Service  Organization  Liaison 


2.  Planned  Training  Initiatives 

DMA  is  assembling  a  briefing  package  on  the  DMA 
Consumer  Affairs  Program,  which  will  include  the  five-year 
plan  on  consumerism.  Briefings  will  be  given  to  DMA  Staff 
and  NCAO  Directors.  The  need  for  training  in  human 
relations,  effective  writing,  effective  oral  communications, 
will  be  emphasized  to  each  Cemetery  Director;  formal 
training  completed  will  be  made  a  matter  of  record. 

Consumerism  will  be  a  major  item  on  the  agenda  of  the 
1980  Cemetery  Directors’  Conference. 

Consumer  Affairs  briefings  will  be  developed  under  the 
guidance  of  the  Deputy  Chief  Memorial  Affairs  Director  and 
the  Director,  Plans  and  Programs  Staff. 

DMA  consumer  representatives  will  be  responsible  for 
implementing  the  Consumer  Affairs  Program,  including 
recommended  training  courses,  for  their  respective 
organizational  elements. 

DMA  Staff  and  NCAO  Directors  will  receive  a 
comprehensive  briefing  package  on  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Plan.  NCAO  Directors  will  disseminate  the  briefing  package 
at  the  field  level  and  will  be  responsible  for  ensuring 
adequate  training  for  cemetery  personnel. 

Formal  training  in  consumerism  completed  by  cemetery 
personnel  will  be  reported  to  VACO  through  the  NCAOs. 

The  minimum  requirement  for  Consumer  Affairs 
representatives  and  other  DMA  personnel  will  consist  of 
orientation  sessions  on  the  VA  Consumer  Affairs  Program 
and  participation  at  meetings  and  workshops  on 
consumerism,  human  relations,  and  communications  at  the 
annual  DMA  Directors’  Conference. 

E.  Complaint  Handling 

1.  Complaint  Processing 

Complaint  records  are  maintained  by  assigned  personnel 
at  national  cemeteries  and  at  each  VACO  Staff  and  Service 
Office.  Complaints  are  logged  from  correspondence, 
telephone  calls,  and  personal  visits.  The  log  reflects  name  of 
complainant,  type  and  nature  of  complaint,  and  date  of 
response.  A  separate  VACO  log  identifies  special  sources  of 
complaints:  Congressional  referrals,  White  House  referrals, 
other  high-level  consumer  sources.  The  log  also  shows 
referrals  to  other  DMA  facilities  or  VA  organizational 
elements  responsible  for  preparing  replies  to  complainants, 
or  to  another  Federal  Agency. 

Compaints  are  targeted  for  reply  within  five  work  days. 
Additional  follow-up  procedures  have  been  established  to 
ensure  timely  responses  to  White  House,  Congressional,  or 
other  “special”  mail.  Interim  responses  are  used  where 
needed  or  in  cases  where  target  dates  cannot  be  met. 

2.  Planned  Initiatives 

In  April  1979.  DMA  established  a  manual  Consumer 
Complaint  Reporting  System,  in  which  complaints  are 
classified  into  five  separate  categories.  This  system  will  be 
replaced  by  the  automated  consumer  Complaint/ 
Compliment  Reporting  System  which  identifies  27  specific 
areas  of  concern  in  which  complaints  may  be  classified.  The 
automated  system  will: 

(a)  produce  quarterly  reports  and  facilitate  indepth 
analyses.  The  number  and  type  of  complaints  per  facility, 
overall  timeliness  of  responses,  and  total  number  of 
complaints  will  be  shown. 

(b)  furnish  reports  to  the  Chief  Memorial  Affairs  Director, 
DMA  Staff  and  Service  Directors,  NCAO  Directors,  and 
Cemetery  Directors.  Additional  procedures  will  be 
developed  to  provide  for  a  random  review  of  responses  to 
consumer  complaints  to  assess  the  appropriateness  and 
quality  of  response. 


The  Veterans  Service  Organization  Liaison  (VSOL)  is 
responsible  for  establishing  and  maintaining  systematic 
internal  coordination  for  national-level  communications 
between  Veterans’  Service  Organizations  (VSOs)  and  the 
Office  of  the  Administrator.  The  VSOL  activity  augments 
veterans’  service  organization  communications  with  program 
officials  and  is  not  intended  to  replace  direct 
communications  to  VA  officials. 

The  VSOL  maintains  open  channels  of  communications, 
assists  veterans’  service  organizations  in  matters  involving 
the  VA,  and  performs  the  following  functions: 

1.  Provides  internal  administrative  coordination  for 
communications  by  department  and  staff  offices  with 
veterans’  service  organizations. 

2.  Maintains  current  names  and  addresses  of  veterans’ 
service  organizations. 

3.  Coordinates  annual  VA  briefings  for  new  officers  of 
each  of  the  major  veterans’  organizations. 

4.  Conducts  an  annual  reception  and  briefing  for  new 
officers,  executive  staffs,  and  auxiliary  officers  of  all 
veterans’  service  organizations. 

5.  Coordinates  quarterly  conferences  between  major 
organizations  and  the  Deputy  Administrator  to  update 
activities,  exchange  information,  and  discuss  issues  and 
concerns. 

6.  Ensures  control  of  resolutions  and  important 
correspondence  received  from  veterans’  service 
organizations. 

7.  Provides  advance  notifications  to  veterans’  service 
organization  presiding  officers  and/or  VSOL  primary 
contacts  about  major  appointments,  announcements  and 
activities  of  the  VA  as  determined  appropriate. 

8.  Assists  with  appointments  of  veterans’  service 
organization  officials  to  federally  chartered  advisory 
committees  of  the  VA.- 

9.  Provides  information  to  the  Consumer  Affairs 
Coordinator  about  veterans’  organizations  concerns  and 
areas  of  interest. 


The  General  Counsel  serves  as  the  chief  legal  officer  of  the 
Veterans  Administration  in  all  matters  of  law  and  legislation 
and  is  responsible  for  all  litigation,  legal  advice  and 
legislative  services.  These  responsibilities  include:  (1)  review 
of  regulations  proposed  by  program  units,  to  assure  their 
legality;  (2)  drafting  legislation  for  presentation  to  the 
Congress;  (3)  interpretation  of  laws  affecting  the  VA;  (4) 
advice,  opinions,  and  assistance  to  VA  officials  in  legal 
problems  arising  in  their  work:  (5)  litigation  in  local.  State 
and  Federal  courts  brought  by  or  against  the  VA;  (6) 
assisting  the  Department  of  Justice  in  litigation  brought  by  or 
against  the  United  States,  involving  the  VA;  and  (7)  working 
with  Congressional  Committees  in  legislative  matters. 

The  work  of  the  General  Counsel  involves  contact  with 
consumers  in  responding  to  letters  from  the  general  public  on 
legal  or  legislative  issues.  When  the  correspondence 
indicates  a  potential  need  for  legislative  or  regulatory 
changes,  it  is  reviewed  with  program  officials  who  are 
primarily  responsible  for  recommending  such  changes.  The 
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General  Counsel  personnel  also  have  direct  contact  with 
claimants  and  witnesses  in  processing  claims  and 
conducting  litigation  under  the  Federal  Tort  Claims  Act  and 
the  Medical  Care  Recovery  Act;  in  commitment  and 
guardianship  proceedings  involving  orphans,  mentally  ill  and 
incompetent  persons;  in  insurance,  education  and  housing 
programs;  in  criminal  prosecution;  in  bankruptcy  and 
probate  proceedings;  and  in  other  types  of  cases. 

The  General  Counsel  functions  in  the  VA  Consumer 
Affairs  Program  include:  (1)  legal  advice  and  services  to  VA 
officials  on  problems  arising  in  their  consumer  affairs 
programs;  (2)  continued  sensitivity  to  consumer  impact  in 
drafting  or  reviewing  legislation  and  regulations;  (3) 
continued  sensitivity  to  information  revieved  from 
legislative,  judicial,  public  and  other  sources  to  insure  that 
potential  weaknesses  in  VA  programs  are  communicated  to 
program  officials  and  considered  in  future  decisions;  and  (4) 
protecting  interests  of  consumers  by  assuring  that  accredited 
service  organizations  and  representatives  have  the  required 
qualifications. 

C.  Controller 

The  Office  of  Controller  is  responsible  for  coordination 
and  submission  of  the  Agency  budget,  and  for  the  reports 
management  function.  The  reports  management  function 
includes  controlling  reports  within  the  agency,  serving  as  a 
liaison  for  OMB  clearance  of  public  use  reports,  and 
providing  statistical  support.  The  Controller  also  prepares 
demographic  reports  for  the  public  and  for  Congress  as  well 
as  for  VA  use. 

The  Office  of  the  Controller  provides  support  to 
department  and  staff  consumer  affairs  programs  as  follows: 

1.  Assisting  with  design  of  reports  for  handling  consumer 
data. 

2.  Assisting  in  identifying  consumer  data  already  available 
in  Agency  reporting  systems  and  studies. 

3.  Providing  statistical  assistance  in  surveys  and. consumer 
reporting  systems  (Complaint/Compliment  Reporting  System 
and  Consumer  Feedback  Cards). 

4.  Inclusion  of  a  separate  consumer  program  exhibit  in 
yearly  budget  submissions  to  OMB. 

D.  Information  Services 

Information  Services  is  responsible  for  consumer 
education  regarding  Veterans  Administration  benefits. 
Utilizing  print  and  electronic  media,  the  office  seeks  to 
directly  increase  the  awareness  among  veterans,  their 
dependents,  spouses  and  the  general  public  of  VA  benefits, 
new  benefit  laws,  important  deadlines  and  changes  in 
policies  and  regulations.  Veterans  and  their  dependents  are 
encouraged  to  contact  the  VA  for  information  and 
assistance. 

Approximately  600  local  and  national  news  releases  are 
distributed  each  year  to  11,000  daily  and  weekly 
newspapers,  the  Associated  Press,  United  Press 
International,  Reuters,  Copley,  and  other  national  news 
services.  These  news  releases  are  also  distributed  to 
veterans  service  organizations  and  military  publications. 
Written,  recorded  and  videotaped  and  filmed  spot 
announcements  are  distributed  to  6,100  radio  and  television 
stations  and  a  weekly  news  insert  is  distributed  to  the 
Armed  Forces  network.  Question-and-answer  features, 
benefit  filler  facts,  cartoon  features,  magazine  articles  and 
information  are  prepared  and  sent  to  the  print  media.  The 
office  also  publishes  a  comprehensive  booklet,  “Federal 
Benefits  for  Veterans  and  Dependents,”  which  is 
disseminated  to  the  media  and  public  through  all  VA 
facilities,  and  is  also  sold  in  volume  by  the  Government 
Printing  Office. 


The  service  also  publishes  a  weekly  Public  Opinion  Digest 
for  distribution  to  agency  officials  and  field  stations.  This 
condensation  of  critical  and  favorable  comment  on  VA 
programs  and  activities  serves  to  alert  all  stations  to  new 
trends,  as  well  as  potential  problem  areas  that  might  impede 
service  to  consumers. 

E.  Office  of  Planning  and  Program  Evaluation  (OP&PE) 

Planning  and  Program  Evaluation  is  responsible  for  (1) 
coordinating  and  integrating  Agency  planning  to  support  the 
agency’s  missions  and  goals,  (2)  identifying  agency  top 
management  informaton  requirements  and  developing  plans 
for  a  supporting  information  system,  (3)  conducting  program 
evaluations,  special  studies,  and  systems  analyses,  and  (4) 
supporting  the  agency  Consumer  Affairs  Program  through 
coordination  of  plans,  procedures,  and  consumer  complaint 
handling  and  feedback  information  systems.  The  Consumer 
Affairs  Staff  is  located  in  this  office. 

In  addition  to  the  functions  performed  by  the  Consumer 
Affairs  Staff,  OP&PE  has  the  following  activities  related  to 
the  consumer  program: 

1.  Conducting  program  evaluations  and  special  studies  of 
the  delivery  of  services.  These  studies  may  be  initiated  as  a 
result  of  an  analysis  of  complaint  mail  or  other  feedback 
systems  which  indicate  a  potential  problem  with  service  or 
delivery  of  benefits. 

2.  Developing  from  the  planning  effort  characteristics  of 
the  veteran  population  which  could  indicate  that  special 
attention  is  needed  toward  a  special  group  of  VA  consumers 
(e.g.,  aging  veterans). 

3.  Contracting  for  or  conducting  attitudinal  surveys  of 
consumer  groups  concerning  the  VA  in  order  that  attention 
can  be  given  the  areas  which  most  concern  veterans. 

4.  Coordinating  and  monitoring  the  five-year  consumer 
planning  of  the  departments  and  staff  offices  to  ensure  that 
the  consumer  initiatives  approved  by  the  Administrator  are 
included  in  the  Agency  plan  and  that  there  is  adequate 
planning  to  enhance  the  consumer  program. 

F.  Office  of  Human  Goals 

The  primary  responsibility  of  the  Office  of  Human  Goals  is 
to  ensure  that  benefits,  services,  employment,  training,  and 
advancement  in  every  element  and  program  administered  by 
the  Veterans  Administration  are  provided  for  all  groups  and 
individuals  on  an  equal  basis  and  in  a  compassionate, 
competent,  and  sensitive  manner.  Activities  are  designed  to 
keep  the  agency  especially  attuned  to  the  unique  needs, 
aspirations,  and  concerns  of  those  who  are  minority, 
disabled,  handicapped,  female,  or  elderly. 

OHG  reviews  reports  made  be  veterans’  organizations  as 
well  as  internal  reports  for  indications  of  problems  areas.  It 
participates  in  conferences  of  minority,  women’s  and 
veterans  organizations  and  those  for  handicapped 
individuals  to  secure  insight  into  how  VA  is  perceived  by 
specific  groups  of  individuals.  OHG  receives  correspondence 
from  special  interest  groups,  the  general  public,  and 
Congress  regarding  programs  and  practices  affecting  equal 
opportunity.  The  Office  examines  the  composition  of  the 
work  force  and  other  equal  opportunity  factors  of  the 
Veterans  Administration  as  they  relate  to  VA’s 
responsiveness  in  providing  benefits  and  services.  For 
example:  Do  VA  employees  have  the  ability  to  communicate 
with  the  consumer  in  a  language  other  than  English,  e.g., 
Spanish,  as  needed?  Is  there  understanding  and  regard  by 
VA  employees  for  cultural  differences?  Is  VA  meeting  the 
religious  needs  of  hospitalized  minority  veterans?  What  are 
the  consumers’  perceptions  of  the  loan  guaranty  program  and 
staff? 
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G.  Office  of  Data  Management  and  Telecommunications 
(ODM&T) 

The  Office  of  Data  Management  and  Telecommunications  * 
provides  staff  offices  and  departments  with  a  complete  range 
of  data  processing  and  telecommunication  services, 
including  consultation  ADP  planning,  technical  evaluation, 
systems  design  and  development,  and  systems  production. 
Since  the  consumer  program  is  an  Agency  effort,  ODM&T 
supports  all  departments  and  staff  offices  involved  in  the 
development  of  computerized  consumer  feedback  systems. 

ODM&T  is  currently  providing  support  in  the  design  and 
development  of  the  VA  Consumer  Complaint/Compliment 
Reporting  System  and  consumer  feedback  cards  of  the 
departments.  When  these  systems  are  fully  developed,  the 
office  will  computerize  the  source  data  and  produce  the 
necessary  management  reports  for  both  field  stations  and 
Central  Office.  In  addition,  ODM&T  is  a  member  of  a 
committee  working  to  develop  new  and  improved 
computerized  feedback  mechanisms  for  the  consumer. 

H.  Inspector  General 

Each  of  the  offices  under  the  Inspector  General  have 
specific  duties  and  responsibilities  in  the  area  of  Consumer 
Affairs.  The  Office  of  Investigation  is  responsible  for 
handling  complaint  mail,  including  consumer  complaints, 
referred  by  department  and  staff  offices  to  determine  if  a 
Central  Office  investigation  is  warranted.  The  Risk  Analysis 
Staff  is  responsible  for  handling  the  consumer  complaints  it 
receives  from  the  employee  telephone  “Hotline,"  General 
Accounting  Office  and  Members  of  Congress.  The  Office  of 
Audit  is  responsible  for  reviewing  field  station  activities 
relating  to  consumer  affairs. 

•  Complaints  received  by  the  Office  of  Investigation  or  the 
Risk  Analysis  Staff  that  fall  under  the  jurisdiction  of 
department  oj  staff  offices  are  referred  to  those  offices  for 
indicated  action.  Department  and  staff  offices  are  requested 
to  furnish  reports  of  actions  taken  to  the  Office  of 
Investigation  or  the  Risk  Analysis  Staff  on  referred 
complaints  that  are  of  interest  to  the  Inspector  General. 
Information  concerning  consumer  complaints  handled  by  the 
Office  of  Investigation  or  the  Risk  Analysis  Staff  and  copies 
of  consumer  complaint  mail  received  by  these  offices  are 
forwarded  to  the  Consumer  Affairs  Staff. 

The  mechanisms  utilized  by  the  Office  of  Audit  in 
examining  consumer  affairs  issues  at  medical  centers  or 
regional  offices  include: 

1.  Reviews  of  the  facility’s  complaint  files  and  the 
assessment  of  the  handling  of  selected  complaints. 

2.  Reviews  of  the  facility’s  community-oriented  activities 
and  relations  with  the  media. 

3.  Reviews  of  timeliness  and  responsiveness  of  replies  by 
the  Veterans  Assistance  and/or  Medical  Administration 
Services. 

4.  Reviews  of  the  VAF  2633  files,  Report  of  Incident,  and 
further  reviews  of  the  system  that  governs  this  Patient  Care 
File. 

5.  Interviews  with  representatives  of  Veterans’  Service 
Organizations  and  Veterans’  Benefits  Counselors  to  collect 
their  comments  regarding  hospital  operation  and  any 
consumer  problems. 

6.  Reviews  of  applications  for  admission  to  a  health  care 
facility  which  have  been  denied  and  the  controls  that  are  in 
place  to  determine  whether  proper  procedures  were  utilized. 

I.  Management  Services 

Management  Services  is  responsible  for:  coordinating  and 
providing  a  smooth  working  relationship  between  VA, 
Department  of  Defense,  National  Archives  and  Records 


Service,  and  other  government  agencies  in  the  development 
and  implementation  of  policies,  procedures,  and  programs 
relating  to  the  loan  and  exchange  of  information  and  records 
essential  to  the  processing  of  veterans'  claims  and  the 
delivery  of  services;  promulgating  beneficiary  travel  policy 
that  is  sensitive  to  the  needs  of  veterans  and  other 
beneficiaries  who  must  travel  to  receive  benefits;  issuing 
adequate  Privacy  and  Freedom  of  Information  regulations 
and  policy,  to  ensure  that  veterans  receive  access  to  their 
records  while  having  them  protected  from  unauthorized 
disclosure;  reviewing  and  publishing  clear  and  accurate 
regulations  and  other  notices  in  the  Federal  Register  for 
public  comment  and  information;  ensuring  that  all  VA 
records  are  managed  in  a  cost  efficient  and  appropriate 
manner  in  order  that  maximum  service  can  be  provided  to 
our  nation’s  veterans. 

APPENDIX 

A.  Definitions 

Consumer. — Any  individual  who  uses,  purchases, 
acquires,  attempts  to  purchase  or  acquire,  or  is  offered  or 
furnished  any  real  or  personal  property,  tangible  or 
intangible  goods,  services,  or  credit  for  personal,  family,  or 
household  purposes. 

Consumer  Complaint. — An  allegation,  oral  (telephone  and 
personal  visit)  or  written,  including  an  anonymous  one,  that 
adversely  reflects  upon  the  service,  responsiveness  or 
sensitivity  of  the  VA,  its  employees  or  organizations  or 
individuals  having  official  dealings  with  the  VA  towards  the 
needs  of  veterans,  their  dependents  and  beneficiaries. 

VA  Consumer. — Veterans,  their  dependents,  and 
beneficiaries  as  set  forth  in  sections  101-103,  Title  38,  United 
States  Code. 

Veterans’  Service  Organizations  (VA  Consumer 
Organization). — Any  national  group  organized  to  serve 
veterans.  For  purposes  of  this  operating  plan,  veterans’ 
organizations  shall  be  identical  to  those  listed  in  the 
Administrator’s  Memorandum  No.  00-78-16,  dated 
November  16, 1978,  entitled  “Veterans’  Service 
Organizations  Liaison." 

Veterans’  Service  Organizations  Liaison  (VSOL). — A  staff 
with  the  primary  mission  of  maintaining  communication  with 
veterans’  organizations  and  obtaining  their  input  into  the  VA 
policy,  rules,  and  procedures. 

B.  Inquiries  for  Information 

For  assistance  with  specific  problems  or  questions,  call  or 
visit  the  nearest  VA  Regional  Office,  VA  Medical  Facility  or 
VA  National  Cemetery.  To  register  complaints,  requests, 
comments,  or  suggestions,  contact  the  Director  of  the  nearest 
VA  facility.  For  information  about  VA  benefits  and  service, 
consult  your  local  telephone  directory  for  the  VA  office  toll- 
free  number  serving  each  state. 

For  general  information  regarding  the  VA  Consumer 
Affairs  Program,  including  complaint  handling,  consumer 
technical  assistance,  or  consumer  participation  in  agency 
decision  process,  contact  the  Consumer  Affairs  Coordinator 
(Q7D),  Veterans  Administration,  810  Vermont  Avenue  NW., 
Washington,  D.C.  20420,  or  call  (202)  389-2843. 
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